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ABSTRACT

This study analyzes the historiographical genre of microhistory which has been
developed and practiced since the 1970's. While characterized by the use of narrative
format to present an analysis of mentalite, the microhistory is controversial for its most
remarkable element: an extremely small focus upon a single incident or community.
Strongly influenced by interdisciplinary dialogue between history and the social sciences,
particularly anthropology, microhistories take a case study approach to the past in order to
extrapolate elements of cultural significance. FoUowing a discussion of the
historiographical context, including both the Annales school and the concurrent
development of specialized Italian methodology, this thesis assesses the characteristics and
content of nine microhistories which are representative of contemporary microhistorical
scholarship. These are evaluated for type of source, and their efiectiveness vdth handling
textual distortions inherent within the source, as well as methodology and successfiil
combination of these elements to produce results of historical relevancy.
Microhistories enjoy an imusual position among historical genres as they have
attracted much attention from the general public. Although generally applauded as a
means of increasing the accessibility of history to non-professional readers, concerns have
been voiced that such "popularity" also leads to a degeneration of scholarly value in the
pursuit of book sales. This situation is the subject of discussion and suggestions toward
possible remedies, including a retum to histoire probleme orientation. Finally, future

possibilities of the genre are considered in light of the recent interest in textual criticism
and developments in thefieldof anthropology.
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CHAPTER I
THE HISTORIOGRAPHICAL CONTEXT

Introduction
Many historical approaches have evolved or been created during the twentieth
century, and one of the latest is microhistory. The microhistorical approach is to the
historian as a microscope is to the biologist. Both look closely at tiny or obscure
organisms. Microhistories have been written on topics as diverse as a lesbian nun of the
Italian Renaissance, a village of heretical peasants caught in the net of the Inquisition, and
a nineteenth-century parricide. ^ These are events which have been largely ignored by
historians, yet through careful study they can reveal much about the relationship between
state and peasant, or elite and peasant culture. An inquisitor questions a woman who
claims to eat nothing except communion wafers, German villagers bury a live bull to rid
their town of hoof and mouth disease, a long-absent husband returns to his family, a
bourgeois woman accuses a noble gentleman of bigamy, a local festival tums to riot^

'Judith Brown, Immodest Acts: The Life of a Lesbian Nun in Renaissance Italy.
Studies in the History of Sexuality, ed. Guido Ruggiero and Judith C. Brown (New York:
Oxford University Press, 1986); Emmanuel Le Roy Ladurie, Montaillou: The Promised
Land of Error, trans. Barbara Bray (New York: George Braziller, 1978); Michel
Foucault, ed., I, Pierre Riviere, having slaughtered my mother, my sister, and my
brother...: A Case of Parricide in the 19th Century, trans. Frank Jellinek (New York:
Pantheon Books, 1975).
Fulvio Tomizza, Heavenly Supper: The Story of Maria Janis. trans. Anne
Jacobson Schutte (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1991); David Warren Sabean,
Power in the Blood: Popular Culture and Village Discourse in Early Modem Germany
(Cambridge: CambridgeUniversity Press, 1984); Natalie Zemon Davis. The Retum of
1

Historians has long appreciated the value of using a single instance as a rhetorical
key to opening a subject to larger discussion. George Huppert, for example, begins his
social history of Europe during the years following the Black Plague with an account of
the French village of Sennely. Huppert values Sennely, which he describes as "the etemal
village," for its typicality, and as such it leads naturally to Huppert's discussion of
European population, elite and peasant classes, peasant rebellions, and so forth. Huppert
is stud3dng villages—hundreds of villages which make up western Europe during the early
modern era.''
Microhistorians, however, "do not study villages, they study in villages," as
Giovanni Levi has paraphrased Clifford Geertz's famous statement."^ Microhistory seeks
not the typical, but the unique—those people, villages, and events which for their unusual,
especially criminal, nature, left documentary traces for future generations to ponder. From
the lives and minds of ordinary people of the past, microhistorians seek new insights into
lost societies and cultures.
To microhistory's detractors, this is not merely histoire evenementielle (history of
the event)—it is the "atomization" of history, "the indiscriminate celebration of the

Martin Guerre (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1983); Gene Bmcker, Giovanni and
Lusanna: Love and Marriage in Renaissance Florence (Berkeley: University of California
Press, 1986); Emmanuel Le Roy Ladurie, Carnival in Romans, trans. Mary Feeney (New
York: George Braziller, 1979).
' George Huppert, After the Black Death: A Social History of Early Modem
Europe (Bloomington, Ind.: Indiana University Press, 1986).
Giovanni Levi, "On Microhistory," in New Perspectives on Historical Writing,
ed. Peter Burke (University Park, Penn.: Pennsylvania State University, 1992), 96.

humdmm" in the pursuit of popularization^ Controversy and debate about new genres of
historical studies are part of the history of the discipline, and to these voices this study will
add another analysis, one which will evaluate the new genre's method, merit, and
historiographical context.
Though various in method and purpose, microhistories have similarities which
warrant their consideration as a group. First, they primarily focus on particular individuals
or small groups whose lives have traditionally been ignored by historians except as they
make up the anonymous masses which affected stmctural systems. Microhistories are
often built on one primary source, frequently a trial or Inquisitorial account, or, less often,
a diary or letters. Many are presented in narrative or semi-narrative form, which exercises
the microhistorian's imagination and "novelization" skills, "in which an authorial no less
than a scholarly role is assumed "^ However, microhistories vary so much that smallness
of focus is the only imperative.
One of the unique aspects of the new genre of microhistory is the popular
readership it has attracted and the speed with which new examples joined the flock.

^Theodore K. Rabb, "Toward the Future: Coherence, Synthesis, and C^iahty in
History," The New History: The 1980s and Beyond, ed. Theodore K. Rabb and Robert I.
Rotberg (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1982), 318; Simon Schama, "The Monte
Lupo Stor>%" review of Faith, Reason and the Plague, by Carlo Cipolla, In London
Review of Books (18 September-1 October 1980): 22-23.
^Aletta Biersack, "Local Knowledge, Local History," The New Cultural History,
ed. Lynn Hunt, Studies on the History of Society and History series, (Berkeley: University
of CaUfomia Press, 1989), 77.

One of the first and most widely acclaimed microhistories is Emmanuel Le Roy Ladurie's
study of a tiny village in the Pyrenees suspected of being a stronghold of heresy.
Montaillou, village occitan de 1294 a 1324 caused a sensation among both a scholarly
and popular readership when it was published in 1975. By January 1989, Montaillou had
sold nearly 200,000 copies in French alone.^ One measure of the popular interest which
immediately attached to this type of history is that Le Roy Ladurie's second microhistory,
Le Carnaval de Romans, published in 1979, was made into a successful television
documentary.*
Italian scholar Carlo Ginzburg is well-known as one of the most original and
powerful practitioners of microhistory. His 1976 microhistory, II formaggio e i vermi: II
cosmo di un mugnaio del '500 is a mentalite study of a sixteenth-century miller accused of
heresy. This classic microhistory is fiirther illuminated by Ginzburg's ongoing discussion
of his methodology and the new genre.^
Since the 1970s, dozens of microhistories in both books and articles have been
published by historians of England, France, Germany, Italy and Spain. Italian publisher
Giulio Einaudi was an early sponsor of the genre. He began a microstorie series in the

^Philippe Carrard, Poetics of the New History: French Historical Discourse From
Braudel to Chartier. Parallax Re-visions of Culture and Society Series, ed. Stephen G.
Nichols et al., (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1992), 136.
^Charles Tilly, "Anthropology, History, and the Annales.'' Review 1
(Winter/Spring 1978): 211.
^Prefaces to Carlo Ginzburg, The Cheese and the Worms: The Cosmos of a
Sbcteenth-Centiirv Miller trans, by John and Anne Tedeschi (New York: Dorset Press,
1980), xi-xxvi. Unless otherwise noted, all references will be to English translations of
microhistories.
4

early 1980s, which has published many Italian works, as well as some Italian translations
of foreign microhistories.*^ The trend continues into the 1990s as new microhistories roll
off the presses, many of which are rapidly translated into other languages. Natalie Zemon
Davis's The Retum of Martin Guerre gained popular attention from a previous screenplay
version filmed with French actor Gerard Depardieu. Microhistorians engage in
professional dialogue through the media of historical joumals and edited collections."
The degree of attention these books have received from non-historians complicates
somewhat the issues in the debate over the merits of the genre. Throughout much of the
1960s and 1970s, quantitative and serial methods put most leading-edge histories beyond
the interest or patience of a non-academic audience. While many historians wish for
greater popular interest in history, microhistories have lent themselves to the charge of
popularization or vulgarization. However, microhistories are one means of leaving the
academic cloister and reaching those whose interest in history may have been stalled by
the charts, graphs and data series of the quantitative era.
This thesis will study the microhistory from past and present perspectives, as well
as make some suggestions for possible future developments. First, in order to understand
what is irmovative about microhistory. Chapter I will examine its historiographical context.

^^dward Muir, "Observing Trifles," Introduction to Microhistory and the Lost
Peoples of Europe. Selections from Ouadenii Storici. ed. Edward Muir and Guido
Ruggiero, trans. Eren Branch, (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1991), xxii.
See Robert Finlay, "The Refashioning of Martin Guerre," American Historical
Review. 93 (June 1988): 553-571; Natahe Zemon Davis, "'On the Lame,'" American
Historical Review. 93 (June 1988): 572-603; Muir and Ruggiero, eds., Microhistory and
the Lost Peoples of Europe.

Carlo Ginzburg and Carlo Poni have said that "...the growing fortunes of microhistorical
reconstmctions are tied to growing doubts about the established procedures of
macrohistory."*^ The I'jstorical context of the microhistory began in the 1920s with the
birth of the Annales school. The following years witnessed the proliferation of new
methods, some of which microhistory would eventually borrow.
Chapter II consists of an analysis of nine individual microhistories chosen to be
widely representative of the genre. Analysis focuses on sources, methods, narrative
format and content. The study of sources includes a discussion of the advantages and
problems encountered with each type of source: inquisitional/legal and
personal/epistolary. Methodology is described and analyzed for its appropriateness to the
source. Chapter IT evaluates the use and significance of narrative format and concludes
with an assessment of success based on each author's combining of the previous three
elements in a creative and productive fashion.
Chapter III enters the dialogue about microhistories through an examination of
scholarly opinion on the subject. This chapter discusses the strengths and weaknesses of
the genre (and problems which may arise as a resuh). Lastly, the future direction of
microhistories will be discussed, and some possible future directions suggested.

^^Ginzburg and Poni, "The Name and the Game," Microhistory and the Lost
Peoples of Europe. 3

Italian Historiographical Context
Italian historians and historians of Italy declare themselves microhistory's
origmators.*^ However, while Ginzburg's The Cheese and the Worms is certainly one cf
the most widely acclaimed microhistories, it was preceded by several foreign works. These
include Montaillou (1975) and Georges Duby's Le Dimanche de Bouvines (27 iuillet
1214) (1973), which Edward Muir describes as microhistory's "predecessors," but not its
"originators.""* Alan Macfarlane's The Family Life of Ralph Josselin: A SeventeenthCentury Clergyman (1970) is another microhistory which pre-dates Ginzburg. By the time
of Carlo Ginzburg and Carlo Poni's famous call for microhistorical approaches to Italian
archives in 1979, even more works of microhistory had been completed outside Italy,
including Carnaval and Jonathan Spence's The Death of Woman Wang (1978).*^ Italian
historians do lead the way with prolific publication and their willingness to claim the genre
as their own, but to suggest that they are its inventors is clearly an exaggeration.
However, Italian scholars of microhistory are not comfortable with a connection
between themselves and the Annales school. Benedetto Croce's opposition to
collaboration between history and the social sciences has been a powerful influence on
Italian historians since the 1930s. In general, Italian scholars have associated the whole
history approach advocated by the Annales school with Voltaire, August Comte, or

^^Muir, vii.
''^Ibid., xxiii, n.7.
^^Ginzburg and Poni, 1-10.
7

nineteenth-century German Kidturgeschichte. In their view, the Annales school is guilty
of failing to acknowledge these historiographic "origins. "^^
One reason for Italian historians's repudiation of Annales scholarship may be the
middlemen who brought the new historical product to Italy. A strong connection between
the Amiales and the Polish historical community has existed since the post-World War I
period. The Polish journal Rocztiike DziejoH' Spolecztrych i Gospodariczych, was
founded in 1926 with the intention of following the same schema which would
characterize the Amiales three years later: de-emphasis of the event as the moving force in
history and a concentration on stmctural economic and social history. ^^ Polish
practitioners of Amiales historiography such as Jerzy Topolski and Witold Kula have been
more successfiil among Italian historians than most of their French colleagues. ^^
There are, however, links between Italian historians and the Amiales. Italian
scholars have been contributing major articles to the Annales since the late 1930s. Carlo
Ginzburg's professor, Alberto Tenenti, studied at the Amiales research institute, the
Sixieme Section of the Ecole Pratique des Hautes Etudes in the 1950s. During this
decade, Femand Braudel's classic. La Mediteiranee, was published in Italy. It was the
first of the Annales works to be translated into Italian and was received with great
enthusiasm. Also during the 1950s, the Italian journal Quadenii Storici delle Marche

^^Maurice Aymard, "The Impact of the Annales School in Mediterranean
Countries," Review 1 (Winter/Spring 1978), 53-64 passun.
^^Georg G. Iggers, New Direcdons in European Historiography (Middletown,
Conn.: Wesleyan University Press, 1975), 138.
^^Aymard, 59.
8

began devoting itself to ^////a/g^-inspired topics in the areas of social and economic
history. ^ Quademi Storici has been closely associated with Italian microhistories since
their inception.

Annales Historiography
On the surface, the histor>^ of events works itself out in the short
term: it is a sort of microhistory.^^
With these words Femand Braudel expressed his perspective on the history of
human events, "those constant, immediate, nervous mechanisms which record, day by day,
the so-called history of the worid."^^ Given this statement by Femand Braudel, the leading
second-generation Annaliste, the roots of microhistory seem httle likely to have begun
within the Annales school. However, it is with the birth of the Amiales that new methods
and practices were encouraged which microhistories now appropriate.
The Annales is the most influential school of history of the twentieth century, but
paradoxically, many believe the pursuit of mentalite sounds the death knell for the
intellectual milieu which nurtured it. Specifically, the microhistorical approach refutes the
central premises of second-generation ^/7/7(7//5/e5 by focusing on the particular rather than
the whole, the event rather than centuries of historical stasis, and mentalite as a

19

Ibid., 55-58.

^^emand Braudel, On History, trans. Sarah Matthews (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 1980), 74.
21

Ibid.

determinant of stmcture rather than its product. The swing of the historiographical
pendulum leaves microhistories with a greater methodological debt to the early days of the
Amiales than to the intervening years. In fact, because of this curious circular pattern of
historiographical movement, the microhistory is one of the last inheritors of the Annales
school, and the one whose existence most completely marks its demise.
Prior to the birth of the Annales school, the dominant trend in historiography was
Rankean history, which originated at the University of Berlin. In his first book. History of
the Latin and Teutonic Nations. 1494-1514 (1824), Leopold von Ranke urged historians
to use a hermeneutic approach, that is, one in which the historian tries to understand the
"tme meaning" of the text and ascertain that it is genuine and credible. Also, Rankean
methodology called for historians to express this understanding in narrative accounts.^^
Traian Stoianovich has called this an "evolutionary" model, in that it emphasized change in
history.

Rankean history viewed change as "progress."

Twentieth-century detractors

have called nineteenth-century history ''histoire historisante" and "evenementielle"
because it was chronologically centered about political events in the life of the state as
observed through a reading of historical texts

'^Iggers, 17-22.
^^Traian Stoianovich, French Historical Method: The Annales Paradigm (Ithaca,
New York: Cornell University Press, 1976), 29.
^"^Michael Harsgor, "Total History: The Annales School," Journal of
Contemporary History. 13 (1978): 1.
These words were easily manipulated by Annales authors, with meanings
secondary to the insult they are intended to convey.
10

Although by the late nineteenth century, German scholars made Rankean history
uniquely their own by including a loud nationalistic note in their works, many other
nations, including France, followed Rankean history minus the German nationalism.^^
Charles Seignobos and Charles Langlois were classic French positivists.^^ "Positivism"
has been described as "an unsophisticated imderstanding of scientific method and a
conviction that 'the facts' of history could speak for themselves without the intrusion of
hypothesis or theory."

Seignobos and Langlois instmcted their readers to write a

scientific, value-free history based on events and their causes and results.^^
Even during the middle of the nineteenth century, some scholars dissented from the
Rankean model. French historian Jules Michelet asserted the importance of geography to
historians and recommended the study of the masses, as did sociologist Auguste Comte.^'^
By the turn of the century, increasing numbers of historians and social scientists protested
the positivist tradition of narrowly defined history of political events. These men were to
have a profoimd influence on Marc Bloch and Lucien Febvre, the foimders of the journal
Annales. They included French geographer Paul Vidal de la Blache, who challenged

^^Iggers, 26.
^^Immanuel Wallerstein, "The Annales school: The War on Two Fronts," Annals
of Scholarship. 1, 3 (1979): 87.
^*H. Stuart Hughes, The Obstmcted Path: French Social Thought in the Years of
Desperation. 1930-1960 (New York: Harper & Row, 1966), 23.
^^Carrard, 7.
^^Hughes, 22; Peter Burke, The French Historical Revolution: The Annales
School 1929-1989 (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1990), 8-9.
11

geographical determinism and advocated synthesis among academic fields. Sociologist
r

Emile Durkheim also called for collaboration, but envisioned history and other social
sciences in service to sociology.^' Historians Frederick Jackson Tumer and James Harvey
Robinson of the United States and German historian Karl Lamprecht all eschewed the
history of elite individuals in favor of a social and cultural history of the populace.^^
In 1900 another dissenter, historian Henri Berr, began publishing Revue de
Svnthese Historique. the journalistic forerunner to the Annales?^ Berr also supported
cooperation among disciplines, particularly history, psychology and sociology.^"^ Both
Lucien Febvre and Marc Bloch were to contribute to Berr's Revue, but the journal was not
very successful in fostering change m the historical community.
When Bloch and Febvre began the Annales with some of the same ideas in 1929,
history's mainstream was still very much positivist as practiced at the Sorbonne.
Meanwhile, Bloch and Febvre "were marginal scholars in a marginal university. "^^ That
university was the University of Strasbourg, which was marginal both physically and
intellectually. After being in German hands since the Franco-Pmssian War, the university
was transferred back to the French in 1918. Only the Alsatian faculty were retained and
^^Carole Fink, Marc Bloch: A Life in History (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1989), 32-33.
^^Iggers, 27.
"Fink, 34-35.
^'Burke, 11; Iggers, 52.
^^Immanuel Wallerstein, "Beyond Annales?" Radical History Review 49 (Winter
1991), 8.
12

were joined by newly hired French professors to replace the displaced German feculty. It
was an environment ripe for academic innovations from its faculty. During the 1920s,
while Strasbourg was gaining a unique reputation for collaboration among the disciplines,
Bloch and Febvre were talking in their adjacent offices, exchanging ideas and analyzing
each other's work.^^
Lucien Febvre had studied at the Ecole Normale Superieure. After his teaching
career was intermpted by military service during World War I, Febvre left a position at the
University of Dijon to join the faculty at Strasbourg as professor of modem history.
Febvre's doctorate, Philippe II et la Franche-Comte. completed at the Ecole Normale
Superieure, had been well-received and presaged Annales concerns vdth its attention to
class stmggle, geography and economics.^^
Marc Bloch came to Strasbourg in 1919, after distinguished service in World War
I. He had studied at the prestigious Ecole Normale, and came to Strasbourg to teach
medieval history. He would soon be named head of the Institute of the History of the
Middle Ages, and complete work on his doctorat d'Etat, France's highest doctorate.^^
The first edition of the Annales d'histoire economique et sociale. published in
January 1929, opened with a statement which would set the stage for decades of new
scholarship. Bloch and Febvre called vigorously for a radical separation from traditional

''Fink, 139-141.
'^Febvre's education. Ibid., 137; Palmer A. Throop, "Lucien Febvre, 1878-1956,"
in Some 20th-century Historians: Essays on Eminent Europeans, ed. S. William Halperin
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1961), 278.
'^Fink, 13-103.
13

scholarship. The Annales was not to be just another journal, but was to offer a forum for
synthesis among historians of different eras, between history and the social sciences, and
among scholars of human sciences.'^ As Bloch would assert years later, "Isolated, each
will understand only by halves...for the only tme history, which can advance only through
mutual aid, is imiversal history. ""^^
As a later practitioner was to put it:
The Annales paradigm constitutes an inquiry into how one of the
systems of a society functions or how a whole collectivity functions in
terms of its multiple temporal, spatial, human, social, economic, cultural
and eventmental dimensions."*'
Annales history was to be a work of cooperation among historians and
archaeologists, philologists, ethnologists, semanticists, psychologists, and geographers.
Annales history was to be no mere recital of facts, but instead would be problem-oriented.
By forming hypotheses and turning to history for answers, Febvre believed the past could
shed light on contemporary problems.
Both Bloch and Febvre were interested in studying historical psychology, or what
might now be called the mentalite of past societies, although each conceived the subject in

Marc Bloch and Lucien Febvre, "A nos lecteurs," Annales d'histoire economique
et sociale 1 (January 15, 1929): 1-2.
"^^Marc Bloch, The Historian's Craft, trans. Peter Putnam (New York: Alfred A.
Knopf, 1953), 47.
^' ^ Stoianovich, 236.
''Throop, 297.
14

a different way

Marc Bloch's studies indicate a Durkheimian influence by their

preoccupation with collective behaviors and the unconscious mental attitudes which shape
society.'^ One example of this concem is Bloch's The Royal Touch in which he considers
a concept of royalty which deified the king and endowed him with the power to cure
scrofula with his touch. " This book, which is informed by anthropological concems about
belief and myth, has been called "a pioneer contribution to what we now call the history of
'mentalides'" and "one of the great historical works of our century."^
Febvre's conception of mentalite was influenced by psychology as a method of
comprehending both conscious and unconscious thought, although he was aware of the
difficulty of using twentieth-century psychology to understand the people of past
centuries

For Febvre, psychological history was not a specialized discipline, but only

one means by which to create histoire totale, the only kind of history worth writing."*^
Un destin: Martin Luther^ Febvre's first major work of historical psychology, has
been described as "embryonic" as far as its psychological content is concerned."^^ Febvre's

'^'Andre Burguiere, "The Fate of the History of Mentalites in the Annales"
Comparative Studies in Society and History 24 (July 1982), 432-434.
"^Fink, p i l l .
"^'Marc Bloch, The Royal Touch: Sacred Monarchy and Scrofula in England and
France, trans. J. E. Anderson (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1973).
^ u r k e . Revolution. 17, 18
"^^Concept of psychology, Burguiere, 433-435. Febvre, A New Kind of History. 5.
^^Hughes, 44.
'"'hughes, 38.
15

most mature and spectacular work of this type is The Problem of Unbelief in the Sixteenth
Century: The Religion of Rabelais. As with Martin Luther. Febvre wrote Rabelais in
response to what he considered erroneous scholarship. Febvre set out to prove, against the
theory of Abel Lefranc, that not only was Rabelais not an atheist, but people of the
sixteenth-century simply did not have the mental equipment to disbelieve in God^^
Febvre's chief contribution to historiography lay in his skills as an editor, reviewer,
and essayist.

In a series of articles in the Annales entitled contentiously "Combats pour

I'histoire, " Febvre described his vision of history. To historians he delegated the
Herculean task of "reconstitut[ing] the whole physical, intellectual and moral universe of
each preceding generation" in order to understand the milieu in which historical figures
lived, a necessity to understanding them at all.^^ Febvre called for a history of emotions,
fear, love, pity, cmelty, and economic history, saying, "For years and years now piles and
piles of documents which could serve as a basis for writing the economic history of
humanity have been slumbering in boxes, cupboards and towers in chateaux which serve
as archives."^' Febvre's ideas were broad, visionary and powerful, even as his criticism of

^^ Lucien Febvre, The Problem of Unbelief in the Sixteenth Century: The Rehgion
of Rabelais, trans. Beatrice Gottlieb (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1982).
^'Throop, 292.
Febvre, A New Kind of History. 9.
"ibid, 24, 41.
16

poor scholarship and the traditional history of the Sorbonne could be bmtal and
sarcastic.^"*
Publication of the Annales continued throughout the 1930s with some internal
sparring between Bloch and Febvre^^ Both Bloch and Febvre had left Strasbourg for
teaching positions in Paris, Febvre at the College de France in 1933 and Bloch at the
Sorbonne in 1936, an ironic development considering the resistance of Sorbonne
positivists to Annales history and its historians.
By World War II, Febvre was in his sixties, too old for military service. The war
was for him a time of great productivity and the completion of works postponed during
the busy 1930s.

The Annales was forced to undergo some changes, mostly in name

only, as was Bloch, who wrote under an alias after the German occupation. After serving
in the French army, Bloch joined the Resistance in Lyons in 1943, where he was
productive and vigorous in his last year, both as a member of the Resistance and as a
scholar, before being arrested and shot by the Gestapo in June of 1944.
According to the generational model often used by historiographers, Bloch and
Febvre are the grandfathers who as revolutionaries overturned traditional French history
CQ

and endured the dark days of criticism and professional ostracism

^''Throop, 293-295.
"Fink, 160-162.
^'Hughes, 40, 55-56.
"Fink, 205-324.
^^Carrard, x.
17

Braudel has credited

them with forming the theories upon which Annales history rested for decades. ^^ After
Worid War II the Annales school began to lose its stigma and gain young adherents, while
those theories spawned new methods and historical studies.
The methodological debt which microhistory owes to the Annales school includes
many of the ideas championed by Bloch and Febvre. These include the collaboration
between disciplines, especially the social sciences; Febvre's call for history based on
unused and unusual sources; an interest in the minds of the past and their mental worid;
and notably, the examination of the particular in order to perceive a larger whole, as in
Bloch's Royal Touch. This book, in fact, had a significant influence on Ginzburg, who
pronounced it "a decisive book for me," and one which "had influenced me in a
particularly significant way."'^
The influence that post-war Amiales scholarship was to have on microhistory was
not as unfiltered. After World War II, Annales scholarship moved in a telescopic
direction, toward massive histories covering entire regions for centuries. This was
primarily due to the influence of second-generation historian, Femand Braudel.
After Bloch's death, Febvre called younger historians (Braudel, Georges
Friedmaim and Charles Moraze), to the Annales's directional committee. Braudel and
Febvre had met aboard ship during the 1930s as Braudel was returning from a teaching

^^emand Braudel, Foreword to French Historical Method: The Annales
Paradigm, 14.
^^ Carlo Ginzburg, Clues. Myths, and the Historical Method, trans. John and Aime
C. Tedeschi (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1989), viii, xi
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post at the University of Sao Paolo in Brazil. It was Febvre who suggested the thmst of
Braudel's thesis about Phillip II and the Mediterranean be changed to emphasize a more
geographical slant. While Bloch escaped capture during France's fall in 1940, Braudel was
imprisoned in Lubeck for the duration of the war. From here he corresponded with
Febvre while writing his immense thesis. La Mediterranee et le monde mediterraneen a
I'epoqne de Philippe 11^^
In 1947, the Amiales achieved institutional status with the creation of the VI*
section of the Ecole Pradque des Hautes Etudes. The Vf section was dedicated to the
study of economic and social history, with Febvre as its first president. Through the
influence of Braudel, Friedmaim and Moraze, it was strongly associated with the Annales
school.
At Febvre's death in 1956, Braudel took his position at the helm of the Annales
and as president of the Sixieme Section. He would personify the Annales school to
historians for the next two decades.

Braudel's understanding of Annales concems would

usher in a new emphasis for post-war historians: history of the very long term, histoire
quasi-immobile.

^^Immanuel Wallerstein, "Femand Braudel, Historian, Thomme de la
conjoncture'" Radical History Review 26 (1982): 106-107.
^^Lynn Hunt, "French History in the Last Twenty Years: The Rise and Fall of the
Annales Paradigm." Journal of Contemporary Histon>- 21 (1986): 210.
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Braudel's La Mediten'onee is divided into three parts which are indicative of his
historical priorides. The first part of the book is concerned with a kind of history which
moves so slowly as to be imperceptible, histoire quasi-immobile. This is the history of
geography, or geo-history, of mountains, the coast, the climate and the sea itself The
second part of the book describes the stmctures of the Mediterranean world, its economy,
the life of the state, and social systems. These stmctures evolve slowly, over decades and
even centuries, so that humans may not be aware of the changes. The third part of the
book is the most traditional and last in importance. It traces the reign of Philip II,
including an analysis of individuals and political events.^'
Braudel honed this schema of the three levels of history in a very influential article
in the Annales entitled "History and the Social Sciences." Here he developed a system
which classifies history into three parts: event, conjoncture, and longue duree. Events
are individual and unique happenings which are the most superficial of historical units.
Conjonctiwes are of longer duration, ten to fifty years, and are linked to economic and
social cycles. The longue duree lasts for centuries and represents the level of stmcture,
what Robert Forster has defined as "the glacier-like macrocosm of an entire society
conditioned by impersonal forces (geographic, climatic, biological, productive) and so
interlocking as to defy alteration for a millennium."

Braudel saw the longue duree as a

'-^Burke, 33-38.
^"^Robert Forster, "Achievements of X\\e Annales School," Journal of Economic
Histon,- 38 (March 1978): 63.
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possible level of communication between history and the social sciences^' This model,
along with his geographical interests, has been Braudel's most important contribution to
the Amiales school.^
Obviously, Braudel's perspective on the event makes him an unlikely predecessor
for the microhistory, but his work in some ways permitted microhistory to evolve. By an
examination of the whole, histoire totale, Braudel may have unintentionally opened the
door for history of the extremely particular. While the events themselves upon which
microhistories are based would doubtless be insignificant to Braudel's adherents, their
larger cultural and societal implications would likely prove meaningful.
The second most significant development of the Amiales school during the second
generation was the explosive rise of quantitative history, (^antitative history was not
original to the Annales school, having been used to some extent as far back as the
eighteenth century, when quantitative histories of baptismal records and medieval
monastic estates were published.^^ However, the Annalistes made it their ovm by applying
quantitative analysis to Braudel's philosophy of the longue duree. By arranging the
quantitative data into series, Annalistes used statistics to analyze economic and social
cycles rather than simply describe particular events.

Serial history, and quantitative

^^Braudel, 25-54.
^^Hunt, 211.
^^David Heriihy, "Quandficadon in the 1980s: Numerical and Formal Analysis in
European History," in The New History-: The 1980s and Bevond. 127-128.
68i

Iggers, 60.
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history in general, fell neatly within Annales historical philosophy with its focus on long
time spans and an histoire probleme orientation.
One early practitioner of quantitative history was Ernest Labrousse, who
attempted to combine quantitative analysis of the French economy in the eighteenth
century with a particular event, the French Revolution. Labrousse's works were extremely
influential and have been credited with beginning the quantitative-mania of the 1950s and
1960s.

This was in all ways a particularly productive and fertile time for the school, and

a time of consensus among its members about the necessity to turn to other disciplines for
inspiration, perspective and method.^^ Immanuel Wallerstein describes this era as the
"apogee and apotheosis" of the Amiales school. The Annales offered young French
historians a nationalist response to both Anglo-Saxon ascendancy and official Soviet
Marxism.^^ Although resistance to Annales methods was still pronounced from the
Sorbonne, during the 1950s and 1960s those methods had become common to other
historians who would not see themselves as members of the school. ~
Quantitative and serial history were perfectly suited to scientifically oriented
historians of the Cold War era. The possibiUties presented by the advent of computers in
the 1960s gave promise of greater accuracy, complexity and scope than had ever been

^^ierre Chaunu, quoted in Burke, French Historical Revolution, 55.
^^Furet, 1
''^Wallerstein, "Beyond Annales?" 9.
^^Fran9ois Furet, In the Workshop of History, trans. Jonathan Mandelbaum
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1984), 2
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possible

The posidon of quantitative historians is clear in the words of Stoianovich,

who wrote in the 1970s that "history, whether capable or not of mathematical formulation,
can be improved as a discipline to the extent that it subjects problems to an intelligent
quantitative analysis."^"*
Quantitative histories of the period were very elaborate, complicated affairs,
replete "with the aid of balls, bars, boxes, concentric circles, dotted lines, hash marks, and
infinite cartographic shadings," sometimes relegated to appendices larger than the text
itself, or even to separate companion books. ^^
Renewed interest in social history offered another use for quantitative analysis
aside from economic evaluations. Demographic studies of births, marriages and deaths
added a human element sometimes missing from quantitative studies.
Braudel has said that a new era began for the Annales school after the events of
1968. By this time, the Amiales was perceived as part of the establishment by French
students. Braudel, having seen the Annales and the Sixieme Section through the crisis,
left the journal to Marc Ferro, Andre Burguiere, Jacques Revel and Emmanuel Le Roy
Ladurie. Jacques LeGoff succeeded Braudel as the head of the Sixieme Secdon.
During the 1970s, Amiales history became known as "the new history," perhaps
because of the proliferation of new methods, yet many of those methods were inspired by

^^Herlihy, 115.
^''stoianovich, 61
^^Forster, 71
''^Iggers, 63.
23

works of the previous generation. During the Braudelian era, most Annalistes were too
preoccupied with quantitative studies of economics and social history to pay much
attention to the mentalite studies pioneered by Bloch and Febvre, but Pliilippe Aries began
a revival of interest with the publication of L'en font et la vie fami Hale sous I'ancien
regime in 1960.

Aries, a disenchanted demographer, surmised that prior to the early

modem period, "childhood" did not exist because it was not envisioned as one of life's
stages. This study, and Aries's 1977 publication, L'homme devout la mort, created much
scholarly interest in mentalite. Demographic, legal and economic histories of the family
gave way to social and psychological studies, such as the history of women, divorce,
sexuality, childhood, adolescence and old age.^^
Another method of the Braudelian era, serial history, tumed its focus from
economic to cultural subjects, such as the spread of literacy or attitudes towards death.
Michel Vovelle created an "intellectual sensation" with a quantitative study aimed at
TO

tracking "dechristianization" through serial studies of wills.

Meanwhile, quantitative

methods grew more specialized through new fields such as historiometrics, psychometrics
and cliometrics.^^ These methods produced a great many complicated books, some of

^^Burke, 67.
^^Lawrence Stone, "Family History in the 1980s: Past Achievements and Future
Trends," The New History: The 1980s and Bevond. 54-55.
•^'^urke, 76, 77-79.
^^Dean Keith Simonton, Psychology. Science, and History: An Introduction to
Historiometry (New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 1990), 3-28.
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which were controversial, yet difficuh to refute because of the torturous routes by which
their conclusions were reached.
Another field which flourished in the 1970s after bemg ignored during the past
generation is psycho-history. After Febvre's works on Martin Luther, Des Periers and
Margaret of Navarre, psychology had been abandoned by historians uninterested in the
lives of individuals. The late 1950s saw the publicadon of another study of Martin Luther,
Erik Erikson's Young Man Luther (1958), a controversial work which would excite the
interest of historians and begin the field of psychohistory in the 1960s and 1970s.^^ The
psychohistorians would agree with Febvre that psychology offers a rich supplement for the
historian, while critics such as David Stannard argued flatly that "psychohistory does not
work and caimot work."^^
It was during the third generation of the Amiales school that interest tumed, or
rather, returned to cultural studies, including the study of mentalite, from which
microhistory would grow. This progress can be followed through the career of Emmanuel
Le Roy Ladurie, who in 1973 assumed the chair which Braudel had occupied at the
College de France since 1949. The trend in Le Roy Ladurie's works has been away from
the quantitative and towards the qualitative, away from charts and statistical figures and

^^Henry Lawton, The Psychohistorian's Handbook (New York: Psychohistory
Press, 1988), 7.
^^Febvre, A New Kind of History. 1-11; David Stannard, Shrinking History: On
Freud and the Failure of Psychohistory (New York: Oxford University Press, 1980), 156.
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towards narrative, away from the longue duree and towards time spans of decades and
smaller, away from stmctures and towards events. He has been called a kind of
"weathervane" for the school, and he is a remarkably good one, having produced high
quality work using several different methodologies at the frontier of Annales scholarship^"^
In the 1960s, Le Roy Ladurie was devoted to Braudel's model and quantitative
methods, as is evident from his doctoral thesis, Les Paysans de Languedoc (1966). Les
Pa\'sans is histoire totale, the history for over 200 years of a whole society in all aspects,
geographic, economic, social, cultural and political, the first three being, according to the
Braudelian schema, the most significant. Histoire totale, also called histoire globale, is
obviously difficult because of its immense scope, and has actually been successfijlly
practiced by only a few historians, including Le Roy Ladurie, Braudel and Pierre
Chaunu.''
In fact, total history is such a gargantuan undertaking that Forster has credited it
with turning historians to "microanalysis," which Le Roy Ladurie would do within the
decade.'^ In order to be handled in manageable proportions, the total history of a society,
as attempted in Braudel's Mediterranee, would be reduced to a single region, such as Le

^'Forster, 72.
84

Stoianovich, 121

'^Forster, 63.
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Roy Ladurie's Languedoc, and then reduced further to embrace only a smgle event,
individual or village.*^
Le Roy Ladurie's next book, Histoire du climat depuis Van mil (1967), continues
to examine history of the longue duree, but focuses on one stmcture: climate since 1000
A.D. Le Roy Ladurie created serial studies which rely ingeniously on documentary
evidence, such as grape harvests and glacier movements, to establish climate history,
which is evaluated for economic impact.
One of Le Roy Ladurie's contributions to the Annales philosophy is the concept of
"history that stands still," which he proposed in his inaugural lecture at the College de
France in 1973. By slowing down time even more than Braudel's longue duree, Le Roy
Ladurie theorized that for peasant societies of the ancien regime, time brought no changes
to their lives at all beyond the occasional demographic fluctuadon which merely served to
retum matters to their original starting point.*^
During the 1970s, the discipline which began to contribute the most to history was
anthropology. Andre Burguiere has estimated that by 1976 the number of articles in the
Annales v^th an anthropological focus was approximately thirty percent

By the 1980s

the influence of anthropology on history was so great that some scholars spoke of the

'Lawrence Stone, The Past and the Present Revisited (London: Routledge &
Kegan Paul, 1987), 94.
'^Emmanuel Le Roy Ladurie, The Mind and Method of the Historian, trans. Sian
Reynolds and Ben Reynolds, (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1981).
'^Andre Burguiere, "The l<iew Annale,^. A Redefinidon of the Late 1960s," Review
1 (Winter/Spring 1978): 195.
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"marriage" between the disciplines.'^ Claude Levi-Strauss, a former member of the
Sixieme Section, formed a theory of "cold" sociedes, that is, villages in the grips of
histoire immobile, which clearly matched Annales concerns.^ Many historians are now
turning their attention from Levi-Strauss's "stmcturalist" anthropology to the symbolic
anthropology of Clifford Geertz, Mary Douglas, Victor Tumer, Pierre Bourdieu and
Michel De Certeau.^^
Symbolic anthropologists "interpret" culture based on their reading of the symbols
which express human understanding. Geertz has become particularly attractive to
historians as his theory of "thick description" provides a framework for qualitative analysis
by historians of mentality. Also, as Ronald Wahers pointed out, Geertz is "one of the few
social scientists who can write a long sentence that is gramatically [sic] correct, fairly
jargon-free, and intelligible to normal human beings. "^
Accurately indicating this influx of inter-discipUnary dialogue, Le Roy Ladurie
pubUshed a microhistory which was a major departure from his studies of long time spans
and quantitative series, Montaillou: village occitan de 1294 a 1324 (1975). This
microhistory focuses on anthropological concems, such as the cultural meanings of love.

'Bernard S. Cohn, "Anthropology and History in the 1980s: Toward a
Rapprochement," The New History: The 1980s and Beyond: Jean-Christophe Agnew,
"History and Anthropolog}': Scenes from a Marriage," Yale Journal of Criticism 3 (Spring
1990): 29-50
*^Cohn, 243.
'^Ibid, 242-243; Burke, 80.
''^Ronald G. Walters, "Signs of the Times: Clifford Geertz and Historians," Social
Research 47 (.August 1980): 539-540.
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death, magic, childhood, power and kinship. Its successor, Le Carnaval de Romans: De
la Chandeleur au mercredi de Cendres. 1579-1580 (1980) is another microhistory in
which Le Roy Ladurie narrates the events of a peasant uprising in the sixteenth-century
town of Romans. Despite Le Roy Ladurie's model of histoire immobile, it is obvious from
these books that these French peasants's lives were full of drama, excitement and
surprising twists of fate.
Another important development which is reflected in Le Roy Ladurie's work has
been hailed by Lawrence Stone as "the revival of narrative." Stone sees this movement as
a rejection of BraudeHan stmcturaUsm and the "turgid and excmciatingly dull tomes"
produced by quantifiers. Instead, he sees the acceptance of social sciences which
emphasize individuals, or groups of individuals: anthropology, sociology and psychology.
Narrative, according to Stone, is the rhetorical strategy of historians of mentalite and
microhistory.^'
Le Roy Ladurie's next two books were his most textually-focused, combining
anthropology and literary analysis in continuing attempts to comprehend peasant
mentalite. L'Argent, I'amour et la mort en Pays d'Oc (1980) compares the story of
"Grandfather Death" and a short novel, Jean-Vont-pris, to uncover peasant conceptions of
money, love and death as described in the title. La Sorciere de Jasmin (1983) works from
the text of a poem by Jacques Jasmin as a means of imcovering peasant behefs about
witchcraft.

^^Although Stone does not use the term, "microhistory," he describes those works
by Duby, Ginzburg and Le Roy Ladurie which merit the designation. Stone, 74-96.
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The interests of the school have so far returned to their origins, albeit with new
concems and methods, that some Annalistes have tumed their attention to that anathema
of Amiales historiography, political history. By the 1960s, some historians began to call
for works which would examine political stmctures in Ught of social, economic, symbolic
and intellectual stmctures. However, the resistance to political history was so ingrained
that medievalist Bernard Guenee suggested that the term "history of the state" be
substituted in order to get around the prejudice. ^"^
By now all the elements of microhistory have been assembled: the appropriation
of anthropological stmctures and interpretations, the study of mentalite, a reawakening of
interest in the event, and a retum to narrative. Carlo Ginzburg and Le Roy Ladurie have
provided models for microhistory with the publication of their classic texts. However, the
birth of the genre has coincided with the decline of the school which nurtured it.
While the history of the Annales school has always been marked by its detractors's
criticisms, after a half-century those criticisms have begun to be heard from among its
members. Jacques Revel has Avritten, as have many others, of emiettement, or
fragmentation, of the school into too many tiny parts. ^' One reason for this, says Lyim
Hunt, is a "weakness of focus" which has allowed method to supersede results. In fact,
the study of mentalite has itself weakened the Annales because it contradicts the long-held

^'Stoianovich, 72-73.
^^Jacques Revel, "The Annales. Continuhies and Discontinuities," Review 1
(Winter/Spring 1978): 18.
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Annales belief in the primary importance of economic and social stmctures, and instead
classifies these stmctures as the creations of unconscious mentality.^
There are those who would begin the eulogy for the Annales. though some would
consider this premature. However, the pronouncement of Peter Burke is not to be taken
hghtly:
It may not be too much to say that the movement is effectively
over. On one side, we find members of the Annales group rediscovering
politics and also the event. On the other, we see so many outsiders
inspired by the movement...that terms like 'school' and even 'paradigm' are
losing their meaning. The movement is dissolving, in part as a result of its
success.^^
Although the Annales school is dissolving, its legacy continues in the form of new
and evolving approaches to history. How microhistories make use of that legacy is the
subject of Chapter II.

^Hunt,214
'''Burke, 107.
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CHAPTER n
NINE MICROHISTORIES

The evolution of microhistory has been an open experiment from the beginning.
Many methods have been applied to the scope of microhistory: "thick description,"
comparative analysis, even prosopography. Italian historians following the leadership of
Carlo Ginzburg have done the lion's share of scholarship regarding microhistorical
method, but two neglected subjects remainripefor study. The first is non-Italian texts,
which have been ignore by the Italian method, described as abduction.. Also, there is little
study of microhistory as literary genre, a task that is especially applicable to narrative
writings.
For this study, nine microhistories have been chosen for analysis v^th the goal of
representing as wide a range of microhistorical scholarship as possible. These books
represent five coimtries and span a periodfromthe fourteenth to the eighteenth century.
The publication dates range from Le Roy Ladurie's Montaillou in 1978 to the 1991
publication of The Woman Beneath the Skin: A Doctor's Patients in Eighteenth-Centurv
Germany by Barbara Duden.

Two of the nine are Italian microhistories, including

Ginzburg's The Cheese and the Worms: The Cosmos of a Sixteenth-Century Miller and

^* Barbara Duden, The Woman Beneath the Skin: A Doctor's Patients in
Eighteenth-Century Germany, trans. Thomas Dunlap (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard
University Press, 1991).
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Giovanni Levi's Inheriting Power: The Story of an Exorcist.^^ All were originally
published in their subject country, except David Warren Sabean's Power in the Blood:
Popular Culture and Village Discourse in Early Modem Germany and Lucrecia's Dreams:
Politics and Prophecy in Sixteenth-Century Spain by Richard L. Kagan.'"^ This sample
was chosen to include both microhistory classics such as Natalie Zemon Davis's The
Retum of Martin Guerre and relative unknowns, such as Miriam Slater's Family Life in the
Seventeenth Century: The Vemevs of Clavdon House and Alan Macfarlane's The Justice
and the Mare's Ale: Law and Disorder in Seventeenth-Century England.^'^'

Sources
Microhistories are linked in the minds of many historians with Inquisitional and
criminal sources, and in fact, most microhistories exploit these relatively undemtilized
texts. These records have the virtue of delving deeply, albeit from an elite perspective,
into the lives of even the poorest peasants and most dissident elements in society, thereby
allowing the microhistorian to look intimately at his subject. Microhistorians typically

^^ Carlo Ginzburg, The Cheese and the Worms: Giovanni Levi, Inheriting Power:
The Story of an Exorcist, trans. Lydia G. Cochrane (Chicago: The University of Chicago
Press, 1988).
^°° Sabean, Power in the Blood; Richard L. Kagan Lucrecia's Dreams: Politics and
Prophecy in Sbcteenth-Century Spain (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1990).
^°^ Davis, The Retum of Martin Guerre; Miriam Slater, Family Life in the
Seventeenth Century: The Vemevs of Clavdon House (London: Routledge & Kegan
Paul, 1984); Alan Macfarlane, in collaboration v^th Sarah Harrison, The Justice and the
Mare's Ale: Law and Disorder in Seventeenth-Century England (New York: Cambridge
University Press, 1981).
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choose a particular set of eventsfromwhich to work, such as Richard Kagan's
investigation into the heresy trial of Lucrecia de Leon, or Le Roy Ladurie's reconstmction
of the society of the village of Montaillou.
Kagan's book traces the mystical activities of a young Spanish woman of the
sbcteenth century who describes dreams that criticize the government and prophesy
destmction to Spain. The records of Lucrecia's case conq)iled by the Inquisition concem
not only her suspected heretical dreams, but also her evolution into the rallying point for a
politically motivated religious cult. In addition to the trial records, Kagan had access to a
register in which Lucrecia's dreams were daily transcribed over a period of years by
priests who supported her claim to divine revelation. This source, with its references to
contemporary political scandal and slander, clarified for Kagan some tensions which
prompted this unique form of rebellion against secular and religious authority. ^^^
Using a similar source, Inquisition records of heresy trials in the Pyrenees in the
early fourteenth century, Le Roy Ladurie reconstmcts the lives of not merely two or three
suspects, but of an entire village. As the last bastion of Catharism, the agricultural
community of Montaillou was dissected by the Inquisition between 1318 and 1325. One
himdred and fourteen people, from Pierre Maury the shepherd to Beatrice de Planissoles
the chatelaine of Montaillou, were questioned, and from their responses Le Roy Ladurie
draws a picture of both how the villagers lived and how they thought of their lives. ^

'^^ Kagan, 63-85, 161-166.
Le Roy Ladurie, Montaillou, xiv.
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The availability of additional docimients can further enhance legal records.
Giovanni Levi uses the story of a village priest's foray into exorcism as "a pretext for a
reconstruction of the social and cultural environment of the village" of Santena in Italy.
Levi combed "parish registers, notarial acts, data from land-tax surveys...and other
documents" from Santena to create a data basefromwhich to study Giovan Battista
Chiesa's role as exorcist.'^"* Drawing on the methods of quantitative history, Levi
constmcted a prosopography of Santena, which he then juxtaposed against the events of
Chiesa's Ufe. The result is an exploration of mentalite based on the economic and social
climate of the village.
In his study of criminal violence within a gang of Westmorland burglars in the
seventeenth century, Alan Macfarlane used both trial depositions and personal records
kept by Sir Daniel Fleming, a justice in the case and an acquaintance of one victim.
Macfarlane attempts to provide documentary evidence to support the theories of
twentieth-century historians, such as Wallace Notestein, F. G. Emmison and Lawrence
Stone, who posit a high incidence of violence in England prior to the eighteenth century,
despite a lack of documentary evidence.
In the case of Martin Guerre, most of the trial records themselves are missing.
Author Natalie Zemon Davis relied primarily on an expanded legal text written after the
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Levi, xvi, 3-7.

'°' Macfarlane, 24, 39-43.
'^^ Ibid., 9-25.
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trial by Judge Jean de Coras.'^^ She began the book to "figure out why Martin Guerre left
his village and where he went, how and why Amaud du Tilh became an impostor, whether
he fooled Bertrande de Rols, and why lie failed to make it stick."'°* In the process Davis
delves into the issues of personal identity, the Protestant Reformation, and the creation of
the Coras text.
Less common is the scheme used by David Warren Sabean in Power in the Blood:
Popular culture and village discourse in early modem Germany. Sabean's goal is to
examine the ideas of individual, community and Herrschaft (power relationships) by
studying administrative records from small towns in the area of Wiirttemberg. He
examines documents describing six events that attracted official attention between the
1580's and the end of the eighteenth century, each event and its analysis occupying a
chapter of the text and linked topically. Each chapter expands on these themes,
suggesting the evolution of personhood and new strategies for controlling or asserting that
concept.'''^
Very few microhistories are drawn from epistolary or autobiographical sources,
probably because these texts do not represent the voice of the elusive peasant, but were
created by literate, and therefore relatively elite, persons. The use of these more

'^^ Davis, Martin Guerre, 4-5.
'°' Ibid., be.
'^^ Robert Damton is another sometime microhistorian who prefers to use several
case histories for a smgle book, although these are independent,frequentlyin^ressionistic
articles, as opposed to Sabean's organized grouping of several cases with related themes.
See Robert Damton, The Great Cat Massacre and Other Episodes in French Cultural
History (New York: Basic Books, 1984).
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traditional sources is hardly revolutionary, but microhistory does offer afreshapproach to
texts either exhausted or neglected by positivist scholarship. Miriam Slater analyzed the
collected documents, primarily letters, of Sir Ralph Vemey to test commonly held theories
of seventeendi-century kinship relations through the functioning of a specificfemilyfrom
that era. She studies the interactions between Vemey, whose role as patriarch centered on
preserving thefemilyestate, and his siblings, who were dependent and not necessarily
productive, but whose maintenance reflectedfemilystrength and solidarity to the
community.
In The Woman Beneath the Skin. Barbara Duden studied the eight-vohime works
of Dr. Johannes Pelargius Storch, an eighteenth-century German physician, to imderstand
how his female patients experienced their own corporeality. Dr. Storch wrote
Weiberkrankheiten (Diseases of Women) in case-history format for the instmction of
young doctors, which allowed Duden to eavesdrop, via the ears and mind of Dr. Storch,
on women's symptoms and complaints, their ideas about how their bodies worked and
what could go wrong with them.
The obvious advantage of institutional and autobiographical sources that makes
them suitable for microhistorical analysis is their intimacy with a few events and subjects,
as well as their obscurity, and hence theirfreshnessfor both historian and readers. These
docimients have the potential to reveal the thoughts of peasants in a way previously
available only to those who were either educated or important enough to immortalize
themselves or to inspire others to do so.
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While not unfamiliar to serial historians. Inquisitorial sources have been relatively
imused in a case by case analysis. However, as Roger Chartier has noted, a text cannot be
interpreted in the same manner as an event. A text includes the act of encoding and,
therefore, the probability of transmutatioiL^'^ Such sources arefraughtwith difficulties
for the historian because repeated transmissions of information are often required to
transcribe the thoughts of an illiterate peasant into written form. These transmissions
occur at two levels: verbal exchanges and the passage of thought from verbal to written
form
To take the Inquisitional record as an example, communications between the
Inquisitor and his peasant subjects entail a gap comprising both cultural and hegemonic
elements. The Inquisitor was elite and educated within the culture of written documents,
the peasant informed by years of accumulated oral culture. Their mental worlds were as
separate as their physical worlds of courtroom and pasture, library and stable. Sometimes
the participants might not have really imderstood each other, or as Carlo Ginzburg
described in The Night Battles, the Inquisitor might have transformed unfamiliar testimony
into an "acceptable" form to simplify his role as judge. This transformation further
obfuscates the tmth, and might even alter it i£ as Ginzburg describes, peasant culture
eventually accepts the institutional explanation as the tmth.

Also, as a peasant was

^'° Roger Chartier, "Text, Symbols, and Frenchness," The Journal of Modem
History 57 (December 1985): 685.
''' Carlo Ginzburg, The Night Battles: Witchcraft and Agrarian Cults in the
Sixteenth and Seventeenth Centuries (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press,
1983).
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aware he might save his hfe or lose it by his words, the tension inherent in these
encounters greatly affected the proceedings.
In the case of Lucrecia's Dreams, the reconfiguring of peasant testimony to fit the
expectations or needs of elites occurred twice. Although her two priestly sponsors,
Alonso de Mendoza and Fray Lucas de Allende, appeared to believe that Lucrecia's
dreams were divinely inspired prophecy, their ovm political agendas and Lucrecia's
apparent desire for attention and excitement imdoubtedly influenced the creation and
interpretation of the dreams. At the more concrete level of encoding the dreams into text,
both Lucrecia and Mendoza created a stmcture for the dreams—^Lucrecia by expressing
them in narrative and Mendoza by creating a format by which the dreams were to be
transcribed, including special einphasis on some subjects.
The dialogue between Inquisitor and peasant, laden with cultural and hegemonic
distortions and occurring verbally in a vernacular tongue understood by the peasant, was
also subject to translation and transcription by a clerk into text. Using the case of
Lucrecia de Leon as an example, this process would have included intermediate steps of
encoding into vernacular, which were then translated and encoded into Latin. The process
of translation involves inevitable mutations of meaning, subtle or otherwise depending on
the talents of the clerk, while even literal transcription loses some meaning through the
loss of the inflections and nuances that inform verbal speech.
A study of legal and church clerks and their influence on institutional texts would
be of great use to microhistorians, who are distanced from their subjects by these
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ever-present and ever-silent encoders. One approach would be to determine the social
class from which clerks came and the subsequent class into which they fell, if indeed they
changed status at all. Whether clerks were unsuccessful would-be clerics or highly
successful sons of craftsmen and artisans would indicate much about their own perception
of the events they transcribed. By studying their educational background and futtire
occupational prospects, historians could also place clerks within the appropriate
intellectual milieu and form some picture of their mental world. However, even without
such assistance, historians can still utilize a transmuted text. Accordmg to Robert
Damton, a historian with great interest in textuality, the "elements of reportage" present in
a transmuted text can tell historians "what the event meant to the people who participated
init."''^
For each microhistory, this gap between what actually transpired and what
survives as text varies according to the particulars of each document. In the case of Dr.
Storch and his patients, the issue of dialogue between a member of the elite and a peasant,
as well as the eventual translation of that dialogue from the vernacular into German, was
present, though lessened in two ways. First, Dr. Storch transcribed his own cases and
thus removed an element, the clerk, from the process. Second, against traditional
methods. Dr. Storch did not write his books in Latin, but instead simply translated his
patients's local dialect into "High German," thereby eliminating one step and one
opportunity for distorting the text. According to Duden, "Latin marked not only social

'^^ Damton, Cat Massacre. 343.
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distance and kept the patient at a proper distance, it also separated the body as described
by the doctor from the words of the patients's complaints."''^ Interestingly, Dr. Storch
was aware of his role as transcriber and of some of the distortions possible in his work
when he wrote, "Observations which are meant to be useful must have above all this
prerequisite, that they are composed by honest and diligent medici who do not mix in the
least bit offlgmentum [invention]."^"* Even that statement cannot be taken at fece value
because Storch's notions of textual distortion are obviously not those of twentieth-century
historians. Also, he wrote for an audience of fellow doctors, which must have influenced
his use of style and language in describing the women's cases, but his awareness of his role
does add another interesting dimension to the text.
With epistolary sources, text is not subject to translation by its author, nor are
there cultural or hegemonic tensions between author and transcriber, but this still does not
indicate a transparent text. A single letter is one-sided dialogue, but the listener is
nevertheless present in the text and affects its composition. In the case of the Vemeys,
Miriam Slater foimd that Sir Ralph's correspondence was marked by strategies to maintain
family loyalty with the leastfinancialexpenditure to support his adult brothers and sisters.
His siblings, dependent upon Sir Ralph for subsistence, wrote ingratiating, threatening or
pleading letters by tums."^ In both cases, neither Sir Ralph nor his siblings were involved
in attempts to state facts as objectively as possible, but instead formed the text of their

"^ Duden, 64.
'"Ibid., 65.
' " Slater. 33-45.
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letters with the recipients and their ovm idterior motives in mind. Additionally, a letter
wnter who beheves he writes for posterity, which Sir Ralph may be said to have done as
evidenced by his meticulous record-keeping, will be affected by this belief
In order for these distortions to be a source of richness and complexity in the text,
rather than an obstacle to it, historians must be well groimded in theirfieldof study
outside any particular microhistorical parameters. An awareness of cultural and societal
context makes possible an examination of a single element that is itself a part of that
context. Solidly groimded scholarship and extensive work in theh-fieldof study, possibly
using varied methodologies, are characteristic of the most successfiil microhistorians:
Davis, Ginzburg, and Le Roy Ladurie.
An example of the complex process of dissecting the various cultural elements
present in such a text exists in one of the most admired microhistories, Natalie Zemon
Davis's The Retum of Martin Guerre. Davis's work is taken from sources which are both
legal and autobiographical in nature. As no trial records remainfromthis case of mistaken
identity, Davis rehed on the accoimt of Jean de Coras, a judge in the case who later
summarized the trial in his book. Arrest Memorable. This book, "combining features of a
legal text and a literary tale," also contains many transmission mutations typical of both
criminal and autobiographical sources."^ The transcriber himself was an elite participant
in a peasant-centered event conducted within an ehte, legalframework,which he is not
actually transcribing, but instead reconstmcting from notes and memory.

'^ Davis, Martin Guerre. 4.
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By acknowledging the distortions inherent in the text, Davis tums this difficulty
into an area of explanation and insight. She places Coras' text within the genre of trial
tales, and suggests areas of emotional involvement by Coras in the case. By comparing
Coras' account to another, Davis emphasized the judge's perception of the case. All these
elements influenced the text, and thus the contemporary understanding of the case.
Microhistory is equally the study of a case and of the documents which comprise it. The
language, style, and literary choices of the document, which Philippe Carrard calls
"poetics," can tell as much about the contemporary cultural context as the information
contained within the text."^
Even if the actual words of peasants lie impossibly buried within the text,
microhistorians have a responsibility to alert their readers to this feet. David Warren
Sabean notes that in the trial records he consulted for Power in the Blood. "What appears
as direct testimony in a judicial text may well be a paragraph redaction of something that
took quite a long time to say."' '* Also, information about peasants was often anecdotal in
character, that is, it was formulated into story format by human tendencies to remake a
series of facts into familiar plots. "^ All these distortions distance microhistorians from
their subjects, but without this information, historians distance themselves and their
subjects from their ovm readers. Like Davis, Sabean attempts to extract information from

"^ Carrard, xi-xv.
"^Sabean, 2.
"^ Ibid. This "tendency" also affects historians who are creating historical texts,
especially in narrative format. The effect of such emplotment will be discussed further in this
chapter.
43

the very muddled nature of his documents. Sabean writes that the repetitive nature of trial
testimony, told in anecdotal format, "involves concrete language of symbolic content,
which constantly reiterates central aspects of social relationships. Its repetitiveness and its
seeming triviality is a pointer to what in fact we want to investigate."'^^
Unfortimately, however, Sabean muddies the water for his readers just as trial
transcribers did for him Throughout the book appear inset blocks of text printed in
smaller type that would seem to be quotationsfromtrial documents. In fact, these blocks
seem to be Sabean's ovm redactions of pages of trial text, but then* appearance is
confixsing and seems to imply that Sabean wishes to speak with two voices—^that of the
storyteller who describes the events and that of the historian who analyzes them
However, this is an unnatural approach since Sabean must necessarily let the left side of
his brain know what the right side is doing.
The comparisons between the work of microhistorians and anthropologists who
work from "intrinsically dialogic" texts include these problems of distortionfromthe
source.

The cultural, intellectual and perceived hegemonic gap between ethnographer

and villager will obviously influence a text collected amidst this disparity.
Failure to take these textual distortions into accoimt resuhs in history which is a
flat and oversinqjlified account of human interactioiL For all his strength as a pioneer of

''' Ibid., 3.
'^* Ginzburg, Clues. Myths. 156-164; Renato Rosaldo, 'Trom the Door of His
Tent: The Fieldworker and the Inquisitor," in Writing Culture: The Poetics and Politics
of Ethnography, ed. James Clifford and George E. Marcus (Berkeley: University of
California, 1986), 77-97.
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human interaction, Le Roy Ladurie fails in Montaillou to consider omissions and
manipulations of the text by Inquisitor Jacques Foumier, and his clerks. For example, as
Renato Rosaldo has noted, the author does not question the motives of tmthfulness of the
villagers of Montaillou when they discuss the heretical activities of themselves or their
neighbors, although there might have been many reasons for such talk. Le Roy Ladurie
assumes that the picture which the villagers gave Foumier was complete and accurate, but
internal tension within the village, coupled with the arrival of a powerfiil outsider,
practically guarantees that this was not the case.^^^
In some ways, the belief in a "transparent" text is similar to its antithesis, the
positivist search for a "tme" text. A transparent or "pure" text implies a text which
describes the words of a subject with no outside interference. However, as societal
influences affect everyone on both conscious and imconscious levels, in both spoken
words and wordless thoughts, the possibility of reaching a point of pure thought is
completely illusory.
According to Giovanni Levi, microhistory now stands in opposition to historical
philosophies of "desperate relativism, neo-idealism or even the retum to a philosophy
riddled with irrationality" which make the study of history impossible. Michel Foucault's
study in microhistorical format exemplifies that view by presenting an accoimt beyond
which Foucault beheves no historical reality exists. This view would seem to reclassify
historians as literary scholars who analyzefictionaltexts, an opinion few historians would

'^^ Rosaldo, 77-97.
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be ready to espouse. If historians are to avoid falling into an abyss of philosophy where
no history is possible, they must draw back and assume that some sense may be made from
the documents available for study,flawedthough they may be.
Carlo Ginzburg expresses the opinion of most microhistorians when he describes
sources as neither 'Svindow" to the past, as the positivists imagined, nor a "wall" that bars
understanding of the past. Texts are "distorted glass" in which both the distortions in the
glass as well as the view through the glass are historically significant. Taken together,
1 ^1

these two aspects create a sophisticated and layered picture of the past.

In feet, it is

these same "distorted" aspects of historical texts which often provide aricharea of study
and speculation for historians.'^'*

Methodology
Given the diversity of sources used by microhistorians, it is not surprising that the
questions asked of the text and the methods used to determine the answers are similarly
diverse. For a genre defined by scope, methodologicalfreedomallows room for creative
responses to individual historical texts. It also creates debate about the boundaries of

'^^ Carlo Ginzburg, "Checking the Evidence: The Judge and the Historian,'
Critical Inquiry 18 (Autumn 1991): 83-84.
" ' Davis, "'On the Lame,'" 160.
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microhistory and allows the appropriation of the label "microhistory" by works with no
serious claims to that title.'^^
Microhistorians owe a methodological debt to many sources, including
anthropology, Annales-type cultural analysis, mentalite, and abduction, any of which
might be used singly or in combinatioiL Most significant to the microhistory, however, is
the link that evolved between history and anthropology during the last thirty years.
Perhaps it was inevitable that history inspired by anthropology would tum to the
investigation of case studies. According to Clifford Geertz, one of the characteristics of
ethnographic description is its "microscopic" scope and the need to correctly extrapolate
singular findings into a larger understanding.'^^ These two disciplines are similar in scope,
in exploration of the source and presentation of findings.'^^
Just as the ethnographer visits a community distanced by cuhure, microhistory is
one way of visiting a village distanced by time. The unit of study may be an actual village,
such as Le Roy Ladurie's Montaillou, the Italian village of Santena as described by
Giovanni Levi, or the various German villages explored by David Warren SabeaiL A
subset of village society, such as the medical community described in Barbara Duden's
Women Beneath the Skin or a single kinship group as m The Vemeys by Miriam Slater, is

'^^ Such a work is Michael Kunze's Highroad to the Stake: A Tale of Witchcraft
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1987), which seems to use no method at all
beyond that of storytelling. The effect of such books on the genre of microhistory will be
considered in chapter three.
'^^ Clifford Geertz, The Interpretation of Cultures (New York: Basic Books,
1973): 21.
'^^ Tilly, "Anthropology, History, and the Annales.'' 207.
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also adaptable to the microhistorian's anthropologically inspired study. Microhistories
that study criminal or Inquisitional proceedings have the anthropological interest of
presenting different cultures within a society as they come togedier, inviting observation of
their differences and behaviors towards each other. These microhistories might be
compared to such classic anthropological texts as "Deep Play: Notes on the Balinese
Cockfight," in which Clifford Geertz describes how a single event could provide a window
on the culture of a community.'^* The "inquisitional" microhistories of Natalie Zemon
Davis and Carlo Ginzburg derive much of their contentfromthe juxtaposition of popular
and elite culture in a legal setting.
The problems of textual transparency and distortion with which microhistorians
wrestle are comparable to the issues raised by the ethnographer's presence in a village.
His presence alters the events and activities he witnesses. In a way, he taints the purity of
the community, and thus by studying the village, he alters it. Just as the ethnographer
cannot study a village without some intmsion, neither can a microhistorian study the past
without addressing the distortion present in the text.
The influence of structural anthropology is apparent in the focus of several
microhistories. At the simplest level, microhistories examine how broadly defined social
stmctures function in a single unit, as in a single community or family. Miriam Slater
takes this approach with the Vemeys in order to see how economic and social stmctures
such as kinship, primogeniture and patriarchy affected the lives of individuals.

'^^ Geertz, The Interpretation of Cultures, chap. 15 passim.
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Using a larger social group, the village as opposed to a single family, Le Roy
Ladurie follows classic anthropological concems in greater depth in Montaillou. The
testimony of the villagers reveals to Le Roy Ladurie not only who participated in the
Catharist heresy, but also suggests the social and cultural strata of the lives of the
villagers. Part One of the book is devoted to the interplay of social stmctures within the
village—^home (domus), kinship and community, as well as the position of village outsider
as occupied by the shepherd. Part Two is a consideration of the stmcture of village
culture as described by the roles of women and children, the significance of death,
marriage, and love, and the meaning of religious practice, magic, fete, etc. These
anthropological structures provide historians with aframeworkthrough which to analyze
and discuss elements of society and culture, and the microhistorical format allows access
to a village distanced by time.
Historians have also borrowed from anthropology the method which is
predominant in microhistory—^thick description. Clifford Geertz has explained thick
description as a way of describing the multitude of social, cultural and symbolic meanings
attached to small and/or mundane human behaviors. Its premise is that the words and
actions which make up human existence also reflect that human creation, culture. This
approach begins with the particular, such as the obsession with cockfighting of Balinese
males, and moves to the larger arena of human culture, in this case sexual identity.
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community status and ethnic self-portrayal. This particular to general progression makes
thick description especially suitable for microhistory.'^^
Some of the strongest microhistories rely on thick description to separate the
trivial from the culturally significant in the lives of their subjects. The microhistories of
Natalie Zemon Davis and David Warren Sabean are particularly rich in the type of cultural
insight possible through thick description. For Barbara Duden, thick description is the
way to weave the case histories of various women into a picture of their view of the body.
Many of the cases described by Dr. Storch involve the progress of illness within a single
body, from "oozing sore" to "a red and itchy rash," or from the cessation of menses to the
appearance of bleeding wounds, lumps on the skin or even swelling birthmarks. From
these accounts Duden theorizes that to Storch and his patients, unhealthy matter could
range throughout the body, seeking exit through unusual orifices or openings in the skin.
In fact, it was the lack of exit routes, that is the absence of sores or other openings from
which matter could leave, which sickened the body unable to rid itself offilth.'^^The
women's descriptions of their iUnesses are the trivial details, but inspiring these details was
the mental world of their own bodies.
In considering the case of Martin Guerre, Natalie Zemon Davis's use of thick
description suggests a theory which would explain the actions of Bertrande de Rols and
her "husband," Amaud du Tilh. Having described at length the circumstance of their
marriage, Bertrande's vulnerability as an abandoned wife and Amaud's rise in

"^ Ibid., 6-7.
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consequence and prosperity once he had assumed the role of family heir, Davis is left with
the question of how Bertrande and Amaud could have justified their masquerade as
husband and wife. She surmises that perhaps a belief in Protestantism, with its emphasis
on direct communication between sinner and God, with no priestly go-between, could
have provided Amaud and Bertrande the spiritual loophole they needed to live peacefiilly
and successfully for several years in a false marriage. Thick description is not merely a
method of anthropological and historical problem-solving, it can also suggest the problems
to be solved.
For all its generosity, not all that anthropology offers history is appropriate or
usefiil. Exclusive or pedantic use of anthropological methods can create problems, as
Davis suggests Le Roy Ladurie has done in Montaillou.'^' His use of the words "deviant"
and "homosexual" may represent a modem mentality and categorization that simply did
not exist in the thirteenth-century mind. By failing to make this distinction, Le Roy
Ladurie describes not a historical past, but a past as seen through present eyes.
As mentioned in the previous chapter, the Italian microhistorians root microhistory
within their national historical tradition rather than owing so great a debt to anthropology
and thick description. They take a much more circumscribed methodological approach,
beUeving that microhistory is not merely a matter of scope, but involves adherence to a
method Ginzburg has named the "evidential paradigm." This method is based on a late

'^^ Duden, 104-140 passim.
'^' Natalie Zemon Davis, Interview by Rob Harding and Judy Coffin (1981),
Visions of History, by MARHO (New York: Pantheon Books, 1981), 112.
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nineteenth-century model described by art historian Giovanni Morelli. The "Morellian
method" was devised for identifying the artists behind incorrectly attributed paintings.
According to Morelli, the clues to the creator lay within the smallest details of the
painting—ears,fingernails,toes—^rather than the more prominent, stylistic elements by
which each artist was known.'^^ Within the evidential paradigm, "infinitesimal traces
permit the comprehension of a deeper, otherwise unattainable reality."^^^
This method sounds remarkably similar to thick description, with the exception
that thick description is aimed only at cultural considerations. The "clues" method might
also include social analysis, such as that undertaken by Giovanni Levi in Inheriting Power,
or puzzle-solving, as Carlo Ginzburg engages in with Menocchio to determine what books
he [Menocchio] had read.
One similarity between these two relations is their use of abduction, an idea coined
by Charles Peirce to indicate reasoning that approaches a problem without preconceived
theories. Accordmg to Peirce:
Abduction makes its start from the facts, without, at the outset, having any
particular theory in view, though it is motivated by the feeling that a theory
is needed to explain the surprising fects. Induction makes its start from a
hypothesis which seems to recommend itself, without at the outset having
any particular facts in view, though it feels the need of facts to support the
theory. Abduction seeks a theory. Induction seeks for fects.

'^^ Ginzburg, Clues, Myths, 96-97.
'^^Ibid., 101.
^' "^ Charles Peirce, as quoted by Edward Muir, Introduction to Microhistory and
the Lost Peoples of Europe, xviii.
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Giovanni Levi has described the presence of abductive reasoning by
anthropologists using thick description. By observing human actions and interaction
without any preconceived theories in mind, says Levi, historians and anthropologists give
greater consideration to human choices and less to social models.'^^ This attention to the
autonomy of the individual is at the heart of microhistorical thought. In this respect,
Miriam Slater's The Vemeys fails, at least partially, because her interest centered about
observing the past in order to detect previously described social theories at work in
individual lives.
Interestingly Carlo Ginzburg traces the use of the evidential paradigm in
microhistorical format back to several early twentieth-century thinkers, including one of
the founders of the Annales. Marc Bloch. Bloch's work in The Royal Touch is one
"example[s] of how slender clues have been adopted from time to time as indications of
more general phenomena: the world view of a social class, a single writer, or an entire
society."'^^
Ginzburg follows the evidential paradigm to admirable effect in The Cheese and
the Worms, in which he is preoccupied with the question, "How did a simple peasant
miller come to have such outlandish ideas as to bring the Inquisition dovm upon himself?"

'^^ Levi, "On Microhistory," 98-100.
'^^ Ginzburg, Clues. Myths, 123-124. It would be difficult to overestimate the
significance of Ginzburg to ItaUan microhistorians. From Muir's Introduction to
Microhistory and the Lost Peoples of Europe: "What the microhistorians have done, and
most precisely what Carlo Ginzburg has done, is to single out and be explicit about a way
of doing history that has, in fact, long govemed a great deal of historical practice,
whatever its pretensions to scientific status"(xiv).
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Ginzburg sifts through Menocchio's remarks under interrogation to link his ideas to
various contemporary texts to which Menocchio may have had access. By fiirther
distilling Menocchio's ideas, and considering those thoughts that appear to have no textual
basis, Ginzburg arrives at a body of thought which he describes as:
Afilter,a grill... [which] presupposed an oral culture that was the
patrimony not only of Menocchio but also of a vast segment of sbcteenthcentury society. Consequently, an investigation initially pivoting on an
individual, moreover an apparently unusual one, ended by developing into a
general hypothesis on the popular culture (more precisely, the peasant
culture) of preindustrial Europe.'^^
Giovanni Levi also seeks to understand the meaning behind heretical activity when
he considers the case of Giovan Battista Chiesa, a local priest tumed exorcist in the Italian
village of Santena in the late seventeenth century. Why, he wonders, did Chiesa follow
this path, and why did anyone in tum follow him? Levi looks to the social and economic
status of the local villagers to explain the convergence of circumstances which produced
Chiesa's activity. His prosopography of the village detailsfemilystrategies in the face of
growing economic uncertainty and the resulting readiness of villagers to accept any theory
which might explain their plight and provide a solution.
This book does have flaws related to Levi's choice of method. One of the most
important is that Levi's prosopography describes the lives of land-owners and tenant
farmers, but not those of the landless peasants who followed Chiesa in the greatest
numbers. However, the strength of this microhistory lies in its detailed re-creation of the
complex and intertwining economic and social stmctures of the village in a time of change.

'^^ Ginzburg, The Cheese and the Worms, xii.
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For its depth and comprehensive nature, this book might be considered the social and
economic partner to Montaillou.
The use of thick description and the evidential paradigm are by far the most
prevalent, and the most successful thus far, in the creation of microhistory, but other
methods have been applied with varying results. By using other methods, historians
explore the nature of microhistory and its capacity to enlighten.
One unusual effort to combine the political with the microscopic is Richard
Kagan's Lucrecia's Dreams. This book relies on dream testimony and inquisitional texts
to study the political climate of sbcteenth-century Spain through the eyes of a madrilena of
Madrid. The difficulty is that ICagan is unable to extrapolate the experience of Lucrecia
into larger considerations of state or individual response to perceived injustice. The final
result is an investigation into a single case which describes how a young woman expressed
a mixture of political reaction and personal dissatisfections in dream form, while
encouraged and exploited by priests with their own personal and political agendas. The
description of a single historical event without any atterr^t to delve into the cultural or
social meanings of that event is closer to storytelling than microhistory.
The use of a comparative method feres even worse in the microhistorical context.
Alan Macferlane uses this approach to respond to scholarly opinions regarding the
prevalence of violence in early modem society. Macfarlane agrees with conten^jorary
historians, notably Lawrence Stone, that crime and violence were at high levels during the
early modem period:
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The sixteenth and seventeenth centuries were a time of violent upsurge,
with high crime rates, physical bmtality, a breakdovm of law and order.
This was not just a surface matter linked to institutions, but was related to
the fact that people before the eighteenth century were somehow different
from us. The insecurities of the world, particularly poverty and sudden
death, made people bmtal, and they then added to the insecurities by their
sadistic and uncontrollable anger. ^^*
Yet, paradoxically, documentary evidence generally feils to support these theories.
Macfarlane believes the microhistorical approach offers an opportunity to "go beneath the
surfece, find out what it was really like to live in a sbcteenth- or seventeenth century
village with its feuds, simmering violence and frequent bloodshed?"^^^ The Kirkby
Lonsdale gang, thieves and coin-clippers in seventeenth-century England, are Macfarlane's
subject, but they are more tedious than violent. From their case, readers will conclude that
life in seventeenth-century England was an endless round of depositions.
Macfarlane's use of comparative history turns up evidence of peasant banditry in
times of economic transition, the features of which are absent from the Kirkby Lonsdale
case. Without repudiating Stone's theories, Macfarlane concludes ambiguously,
"Englishmen obstinately refused to behave in the way in which many modem academics
would like them to have done," leaving readers uncertain of his position.
Macfarlane's choice of comparative elements is also troubling. Each of the three
studies Macfarlane chose for comparison is removed by time, distance, or both, leaving
him with rather tenuous cormections. Jonathan Spence's The Death of Woman Wang:

'^^ Macfarlane, 14-15.
" ' Ibid., 23-24.
"°Ibid., 199.
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Rural Life in China in the Seventeenth Century is a particularly poor choice, as it concems
peasant violence entirely removed from Kirkby Lonsdale by distance and culture.
It may be that because of the singularity of consideration in microhistory, both
political and comparative histories are unsuitable as primary methods. Because they
function by combining tiny elements to produce a larger understanding, both thick
description and the evidential paradigm are best suited to the small scale of microhistory.
The most successfiil and analytically sophisticated microhistories use these two methods
to produce rich results that go beyond the details of a single person or event.

Literary Elements
The choice of Sherlock Holmes as an emblem for the microhistorian is in itself
significant because of the literary coimotation. Microhistories are more literary in nature
than most other twentieth-century histories, primarily because microhistories have
retumed to narrative, a format formerly rejected by the Annalistes. However, there are
interesting incidental elements which also link microhistories more closely to literary texts
than to the scientific and mathematical treatises that constituted cutting-edge history of the
1960'sandl970's.
For example, several microhistories include lists of individuals significant to the
case, along with brief descriptions of their identities, which are very reminiscent of casts of
characters which accompany plays. In fact, in Chapter Five, appropriately titled "The
conscience of the poor: A village detective story," David Sabean names this list "Dramatis
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Personae."

However, even in Le Roy Ladurie's more soberly named "Tabular index of

the main families of Montaillou," the basic content is similar. The descriptions of the
villagers read like the synopsis of a dramatic tragedy:
GUILLEMETTE: married Arnaud Teisseire (p. 193) who maltreated her
(p. 234); Arnaud was a notary and the nearest 'real' doctor to Montaillou
(p. 222); he had a bastard son, Guillaume, whom he also beat (p. 234);
Arnaud's imprisonment and death in Pamiers (p. 331).*"*^
The function of these lists seems to be identical to those which prefece a play: to
acquaint the reader with a collection of unknovm people. In a microhistory, this might
include dozens of individuals from varying social and economic classes.
Another element which sets the scene of microhistories is the "arrival stories"
which begin several of the texts. These stories describe the historian's first encounter with
the subjects of the microhistory, and contain echoes of eighteenth-century novels, which
frequently began with pseudo-serious accounts of how the story fell into the hands of a
narrator or publisher.

For these early novels, the tale of how a mysterious manuscript

was discovered or an unusual tale recounted by a stranger was intended to give credibility
to the following fentastic story. These tales of "how I found my source" serve a similar
fimction in microhistory, except that it is the historian whose credibility is bolstered by this
description.

'"" Sabean, 144-145. Alan Macfarlane's similar list is entitled "Some of the
Principal Characters," xi-xii.
'^^ Le Roy Ladurie, Montaillou, 361. Index compiled by Deidre A. Jennings.
'"'^ The term "arrival stories" is borrowed from anthropology. Thanks to Joel Reed
for his description of similar accounts in English novels of the eighteenth century.
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The search for documents suitable for microhistorical analysis must be at times
aimless and sensational, involving as it does the pemsal of endless criminal and
Inquisitional trials. Serious historians seem anxious that their readers appreciate that they
discovered thek documents by sheer serendipity—incidentally to other, purposeful
research they were conducting. For example, David Sabean describes how "At the end of
the week [spent in research at the Landeskirchliches Archiv in Stuttgart], I had three free
hours before my train left, which I used to browse through the volumes of the 1580's"
pursuant to other information.''*'*
Like other aspects of microhistory, such as method and narrative presentation,
these notes about how the author stumbled onto his source have an anthropological
counterpart. "Arrival stories" have a traditional role in anthropological texts, serving the
dual functions of orienting the reader to the cultural environment while at the same time
stressing its "othemess." The air of the past, musty with the old smell offragilepaper,
comes to the reader who visualizes a historian discovering the case of a long-forgotten
peasant. Kagan's statement, "It was in the spring of 1980 while working in the archives of
the Spanish Inquisition in Madrid, that I first read about the arrest ahnost four hundred
years earlier of a twenty-one-year-old madrilena, Lucrecia de Leon," brings to the reader
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Kagan's own sense of adventure and mystery.

''''* Sabean, ix.
"'Kagan, 1.
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Narrative Format
The aspect of microhistory which does the most to draw in the reader, to involve
him in the life of an unknovm dead person, is also that which sets microhistory apart from
its historiographical predecessors. The use of narrative format makes microhistory
popular with non-academic audiences and controversial with academic ones.
Obviously, the use of narrative format contradicts the first and second generation
Annalistes who would have agreed with Febvre that narrative functions as "a written
chronological account at best of surface events, for the most part, the products of
chance."''*^ However, even quintessential positivists such as Seignobos and Langlois
stressed that narrative was to be as purely scientific as possible, without creating any
emotional response in the mind of the reader.'^^ It is just this opposite effect, the human
response felt by readers and historians alike toward the long dead subjects of microhistory
that makes it a popular and powerful genre.
By the late 1970's, Lawrence Stone was already describing what he saw as the
"Revival of Narrative," a point criticized by E.J. Hobsbawm, who implied that narrative
which is "the means of illuminating some wider question" is hardly narrative at all.
Hobsbawm goes on to suggest that historians may wish to study "a 'situation' which
embodies and exemplifies the stratified stmcture of a society but concentrates the mind on

'^^ Febvre, A New Kind of History, 29.
'^^ Carrard, 7.
'^^ Stone, The Past and the Present Revisited, chapter 3 passim; Eric Hobsbawm,
'The Revival of Narrative: Some Comments," Past and Present 86 (February 1980): 3-8.
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the complexities and interconnections of real history, rather than with the study of the
stmcture itself""*^ Since the advent of microhistory, both Stone and Hobsbawm have
been proven correct. The use of situational histories, or microhistories, has proliferated,
and while they are "the means of illuminating some wider question," they are also
undoubtedly narrative, or at least, partially so.
In his study of narrative format, Hayden White notes that narrative includes three
elements which add information to the mere recital of fects. First, narrative seeks tofillin
the gaps within a span of time during which there are periods of activity and inactivity.
Second, through the use of hermeneutics, narratives assign meanings to fects. Finally,
narratives do not stop and start arbitrarily, but instead have definite and understandable
beginnings and endings. These elements make narrative a natural choice for
microhistorians who are relating events. Just as humans use en^lotment to understand
and describe experiences in their own lives, so microhistorians attempt to make other
people coherent to their readers through narrative.''^
Hobsbawm was correct when he theorized that because a historical text attempts
to explain '^vhy" it caimot be considered purely narrative. Even microhistory, in order not
to sink into pure storytelling, must rise out of the narrative format occasionally to explain
"why." Why did Pansette and Bertrande try such a dangerous ploy in order to maintain
their illegal femily? Why did Menocchio deny the immaculate conception and think the

"^ Hobsbawm, 7.
'^^ Hayden White, The Content of the Form: Narrative Discourse and Historical
Representation (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1987), 6-11, 48-54.
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world was formed from decay? Why did Santenese landowners sell land cheaply to
strangers, equitably to neighbors, and dearly to kin?
Some microhistories thatfimctiontopically rely even less on narrative. For
example. Slater and Duden both describe brief exchanges between individuals which form
a static picture of mentalite or social stmcture. Le Roy Ladurie also presents his findings
within an anthropologicalframeworkwhich primarily forgoes the use of narrative except
to describe brief^ limited human actions. For Levi, the use of prosopography requires the
use of statistical and social scientific language for the bulk of his book. He only delves
into narrative to describe the doomed career of Giovan Chiesa.
For most microhistories, however, the use of narrative makes microhistories
approachable andfemiliarto readers. The historian has a chance to exercise literary skills
in order to create emotional involvement and excitement about someonefromthe past, but
most microhistorical texts offer a very restrained account of dramatic events. For
example, Natalie Zemon Davis's description of the turning point in Pansette's trial is
strong but not overdrawn. Having described the progress of the trial and building
assurance that the courts fevored Bertrande and Pansette over the objections of some of
their relatives, Davis concludes the chapter with these words:
Bertrande would have a husband; Sanxi and Bemarde a fether. The
Criminal Chamber was about to make itsfinaljudgment of the case,
opinions being 'more disposed to the advantage of the prisoner and against
the said Pierre Guerre and de Rols [Bertrande's mother], when a man with
a wooden leg appeared at the buildings of the Parlement of Toulouse. He
said his name was Martin Guerre.'^'

'^' Davis, Martin Guerre. 81.
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More typical of microhistorical narrative are the impassive accounts of Richard
Kagan, who notes that Lucrecia's "relatively light" sentence included one hundred lashes
which "had to be postponed for almost a week." ^^^ Even Carlo Ginzburg's fescinating
miller, generally portrayed as a hero of popular culture, is given a dispassionate ending:
"Shortly after, Menocchio was put to death."'^^ Philippe Carrard has described the
rhetorical strategy of the Annales school as "bland" and neutral prose combining objective
stance and the avoidance of metaphor, and this description would seem also to apply to
the narratives of Armglesrinspked microhistories.
So, considering the low-key narrative style of most microhistories, how does the
choice of narrative affect the genre of microhistory? According to White, "The content of
the [narrative] discourse consists as much of its form as it does of whatever information
might be extractedfroma reading of it."'^'* In other words, the medium is, at least partly,
the message. White continues:
Insofer as the historical narrative endows sets of real events with the kinds
of meaning found otherwise only in myth and literature, we are justified in
regarding it as a product of allegoresis. Therefore, rather than regard every
historical narrative as mythic or ideological in nature, we should regard it
as allegorical, that is, as saying one thing and meaning another.
This is not to be understood as the same kind of allegory that exists in, for
example, a fable, or Pilgrim's Progress. However, when an author allows her emotional

'"Kagan, 155.
'^^ Ginzburg, The Cheese and the Worms, 128.
'^^ White, 42.
'^^ Ibid., 45.
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state regarding the content of the text to show within the narrative, there is allegoresis,
even if the allegorical comment is very single, such as "Menocchio is a victim."
By formulating theirfindingsinto narrative form, microhistorians impart an
allegorical meaning to the text which colors all the information presented. An example of
this is Davis's narrative about Martin Guerre and her subsequent philosophical
disagreement with Robert Finlay. It is obvious throughout the text that Davis is
syirqjathetic to Bertrande's position as an abandoned wife and Pansette's mental acuity in
playing the role of MartiiL Davis remarks kindly of Bertrande that "Whatever glances or
invitations came her way, the beautiftil young woman lived (so everyone would later
attest) 'virtuously and honorably.'"'^^ Davis herself has judged the case and found
Bertrande and Amaud du Tilh justified in their deceit.
In a response to the text, however, Robert Finlay criticizes Davis's handling of the
case, saying she is guilty of "elevating an interpretation of coirq)licity between Bertrande
and the pseudo-Martinfromthe sordid reality offraudand adultery to that elusive reahn
where life approximates literature."'" Both Finlay and Davis agree about the main fects
of the case as described in the Coras text. They mainly disagree about the allegorical
choices made, in this case consciously, by Davis. By describing Bertrande and Pansette's
deception as "sordid reality," Finlay tried to adopt the role of realist, as opposed to Davis,
who "permitted an excess of invention to obscure the lives of the people who engaged her

'^^ Davis, Martin Guerre. 34.
'" Finlay, 565; Davis, '"On the Lame,'" 572-603.
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sympathy and imagination."'^* However, Finlay has merely substituted a negative view for
Davis's positive one, argumg for an alternative allegorical meaning, rather than none at all.
Carlo Ginzburg attempts a more impartial position when he protests that the point
is not to re-try the case, but instead to study the "relationship.. .between individual lives
and the contexts in which they unfold."'^^ However, Ginzburg has likewise occasionally
written sympathetically of Menocchio, instead of using the neutral analysis of science.
Having described Menocchio's torture at the hands of his Inquisitors, Ginzburg notes with
pride and warmth that "The obstinate silence of the old miller must have been
incomprehensible to them Thus, not even physical pain had succeeded in bending
Menocchio." The narrative account of this case, bland and undramatic in most areas, does
transmit an allegorical message to the reader: this is a harmless old man whose intellectual
curiosity brings him into conflict with arigidand oppressive authority. This allegorical
meaning does not supersede the theories that Ginzburg advances regarding Menocchio's
mentalite, and in feet, Ginzburg relegates the allegorical aspect of the text to very
infrequent references, but occasionally, as in the previously quoted passage, it peeps out.
The choice of microhistorical format is in itself an ideological statement because of
its implication that the lives of peasants have historical resonance. Involving as it does the
use of human intuition and emotion, the presence of allegoresis would imply the
weakening of scientific rigor and subsequently weak historical analysis. The choice.

"'Ibid., 571.
'^^ Ginzburg, "Checking the Evidence," 79-92.
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however, lies not between scientific tmth and intuitive fallacy, but somewhere in the
ideological center, where both science and humans interact. As Carlo Ginzburg has noted:
The quantitative and antianthropocentric orientation of natural sciences
from Galileo on forced an unpleasant dilemma on the humane sciences:
either assume a lax scientific system in order to attain noteworthy results,
or assume a meticulous, scientific one to achieve results of scant
significance. The question arises, however, whether exactness of this type
is attainable or even desirable for forms of knowledge most linked to daily
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expenence.
White has referred to the three kinds of academic inquiry as nomo-logicaldeductive, that of natural science; stmctural-fimctional as used in the social sciences; and
hermeneutics, which is the process of translating tmth from one culture to another.
History as a whole dabbles in the hermeneutical by its efforts to make the thoughts and
events of the past understandable to the present. The Annales school advocated a shift
from the hermeneutics of positivist history to the stmctural-fimctional models appropriate
for histories which borrowed methods and inspirationfromthe social sciences.
Microhistory's use of narrative and the subsequent presence of allegory pushes again into
the reahn of hermeneutics, while generally retaining the stmcturalism of anthropology and
sociology, in its efforts to extract tmth from the life of an anonymous person lost to all
human memory.

'^^ Ginzburg, Clues. Myths. 124.
'^' White, 48-54.
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Judging Content
Given the various choices of source, interpretation, method and presentation, the
procedure for making judgments about the strengths and weaknesses of various
microhistories is highly individualized. In a genre with such creative potential, each
microhistory must be valued for the achievement of its ovm goals, rather than the
furtherance of a common pursuit. However, all goals are not equally valuable, nor are all
possible methods and interpretations appropriate for each study.
One measure of academic value lies in the productive convergence of source,
method and presentation. Levi excels in this area as his choice of using prosopography to
assess the local economic and social climate of Santena clearly answers his original
question, which was why the villagers followed a self-proclaimed exorcist. He also
wanted to examine the role of individuals within the framework of the transformation from
feudal to capitalist societies. His premise that individuals stmggled and adapted to change
in singular ways, rather than passively moving along en masse, is anply supported by the
accounts of family economic strategies Levi delineates.
David Sabean presents a similarly coherent account in his study of "the dialogue
over the nature of the individual carried on between state officials and rural village
inhabitants from the second half of the sbcteenth to the end of the eighteenth century."'"
The cases he has chosen illustrate a path of thought beginning with an inability to separate
objective experience from subjective emotion, and ending in the use of information to

' " Sabean, 199.
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bolster personal authority and withhold itfromothers. His choice to use several cases
separately and group them loosely around these concepts of individual, community and
Herrschaft results in a thoughtfiil microhistory with no forced links between elements.
Also, by largely avoiding emotional involvement with his subjects, Sabean concentrates on
their understanding of how their societyfimctionedand interrelationships within the
village. Unlike Davis, Sabean is not much interested in their ovm emotional assessments
of their experiences.
It is through inabiUty to bring together the appropriate elements that Richard
Kagan and Alan Macfarlane fell to produce compeUing studies. Kagan's documents are
potentiallyfinitfulregarding Lucrecia's bid for power outside the boundaries of her class
and gender, but instead Kagan approaches them for insights into political criticism with
weak results. To modem eyes, Lucrecia's dreams tell much more about herself than they
do about sbcteenth-century Spanish politics. Macfarlane feres even worse because the
elements of theory, narrative, and comparative history are presented so disjointedly as to
defy comprehension. His use of comparative analysis is inappropriate and confusing,
leaving the reader unsure of Macfarlane'sfinalposition or whether his case study supports
or undermines it.
An appreciation of the complexities of textual analysis, and an ability to navigate
the interactions between peasant and elite culture, can be the foundation for intellectual
quality within a microhistory. Carlo Ginzburg's analysis of Menocchio's trials, and his
careful sorting out of the various elements of Menocchio's beUefs make The Cheese and

68

the Worms a very subtle and informative text. Ginzburg separates not only the peasant
and elite elements of Menocchio's dialogue with the Inquisitor, but also separates the
peasant and elite elements of Menocchio's mentalite.
Emmanuel Le Roy Ladurie's outstanding microhistory suffers from weak textual
analysis, leaving a very impressive text that falls short of the intellectual authority which it
might have achieved. By accepting trial documents at fece value, Le Roy Ladurie has
sacrificed the possibiUties of interpretive complexity for the simplicity of positivist
interpretation.
Finally, incisive and imaginative analysis can determine the academic quahty of a
microhistorical text. The Retum of Martin Guerre impresses because of Natalie Zemon
Davis's creative efforts to suggest motives and significance behind the actions of peasants
and judge. Her text isrichwith the idea of individual choice and self-determination, the
crux of microhistorical ideology, which posits the significance of human autonomy rather
than the anonymity of stmctural movements. Barbara Duden also excels at creatively
entering into the minds of her subjects. Her efforts to divorce herselffromher ovm
twentieth-century mentalite bring the reader to a greater acceptance of the reality behind
the mentalite of the past. Unfortunately, Miriam Slater, with good intentions, fails to
bring much insight to her study of family stmcture. Her text is clearly written and
organized, but offers no new insights or creative analysis.
Altogether, the historiographical debate surrounding microhistory is about these
issues of quahty and value, both for individual microhistories and the genre as a whole.
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The fear that microhistorical studies will quickly degenerate into storytelling by historical
amateurs, or attract weak scholarship and so tarnish the reputation of serious scholars,
adds urgency to the debate. Chapter HI will tum its attention to the debate, as well as
looking ahead to possible futures for the genre.
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CHAPTER m
HISTORIOGRAPHICAL DIALOGUE
AND FUTURE PROSPECTS

E. J. Hobsbawm wrote ".. .It is not necessary to analyze the present fashion in
history entirely as a reflection of the past, and in so far as they cannot be entirely analyzed
in such terms, it will not do."'^^ This idea, generated during Hobsbavmi and Lawrence
Stone's discussion about the new narrative, is also tme for microhistory, because to know
the historiographical present and possible futures of the genre is to better understand it. A
close examination of both the weaknesses of the genre and the criticism it has excited
suggests some possibilities for the future of microhistory. These may prove areas of
change and growth as scholars attempt to overcome these problems through refinement of
method and focus.
It caimot be claimed that the intellectual possibilities generated by the genre are
fully explored or manifested by all microhistorical texts. As with any disciphne, or field
within that discipline, individual skills and abilities vary among its practitioners. The
ability of a historian to match the requirements of his discipline with his own mental
strengths primarily determines his success. Based on the analysis of Chapter II, some of
the intellectual requirements of "doing" microhistory include: the ability to appreciate
complex, muhi-faceted human interactions; strong historical background and familiarity

' " Hobsbawm, 8.
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with the contemporary societal and cultural context; analytical and problem-solving skills;
an understanding of textual dynamics, both of historical documents and the modem texts
which analyze them; and the ability to form narrative accounts which both explain and
evoke the past. Lack of these abilities may produce an inferior "product," but does not
reflect on the genre's credibility or validity. For example, history of the longue duree is a
highly respected chapter in historiography, but has rarely been successfully practiced due
to the extreme intellectual rigor required to produce it.'^"*

Mentalite: Persuading versus Proving
The potential weakness inherent in the pursuit of microhistory is its basically
unprovable nature. Years of quantitative studies insist that historical tmths can be
established if the right questions are asked in the right way of the right sources. But the
study of mentalite forces historians again into a shadowy world of possibilities which can
be argued persuasively but never proven definitively. The texts of microhistories are
sprinkled liberally with "possibly's," "perhap's," "may have been's," and "probably's,"—
the language of speculation. In Martin Guerre. Davis, a self-described experimenter in the
laboratory of "historical possibiMties," opens this process to the reader with descriptions of
her decision-making process.'^^ "Some of my pragmatic fellow historians have suggested

'^^ Forster, 64.
'^^ Davis, Martin Guerre, viii.
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that...," she remarks, but "On the other hand.. .when I talked.. .with the people of
Artigat.. ."'^^ Her conclusions are arguable, even within the text itself
Interestingly, in this particular situation, Davis gives credence to the opinions of
the local Artigatois rather than to those of her professional colleagues, thereby suggesting
the value of contemporary human experience and intuition in understanding these humans
of long ago. Both practitioners and critics of mentalite agree that "intuition" and
"imagination" are the necessary mental tools, but they debate the value of such studies.
Both Lyim Hunt and Theodore K. Rabb themselves imagine dire consequences from the
proliferation of mentalite studies. "Is one committed to an undifferentiated egalitarianism,
free of discrimination, which regards a question like 'is it tme' as either meaningless or
irrelevant?' cries Rabb.

Hunt fears that "the history of mentalite calls into question the

entire Annales paradigm," partly because of its emphasis away from stmcture and toward
the event. More significantly. Hunt writes, to see historical documents, including wills,
icons, etc., as providing evidence of imconscious mental attitudes is to assume that those
documents are themselves the products of mentalite, rather than the reverse.
It would be a mistake to deny the validity of a promising new discipline because at
its most extreme and pure form it represents a potential threat to one's ovm intellectual
beUefs. Such a course would be indeed to ignore the question "Is it tme?" However,
regardless of the outcome of such a debate, mentalite has proven an important tool for

'^^ Ibid., 59.
'^^ Theodore K. Rabb, "Toward the Future: Coherence, Synthesis, and Quality in
History." in The New History: The 1980's and Bevond. 324.
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attaining insight into minds of the past. If Annales historians have painted themselves into
an ideological comer by insisting on both the irrelevance of studying intellectually
stimulated minds, and the impossibility of studying culturally stimulated minds, history will
soon be a sterile wasteland of uninhabited stmctures.
To retum to Ginzburg, as quoted in Chapter Two, "for forms of knowledge most
linked to daily experience," the most productive course may be to "assume a lax scientific
system in order to attain noteworthy results."'^^ It might appear that the use of
psychology would shore up the reliance on intuition and imagination, admittedly "a lax
scientific systenL" While a relative newcomer on the horizon of human sciences,
psychology does offer aframeworkfor the comprehension of human behavior. However,
even if one could ignore the obvious problems inherent in applying an academic discipline
formed primarily within the last hundred years to a mind removed by centuries, such an
endeavor would encounter great difficulties through lack of information regarding the
subject. The documentary evidence regarding the life of a single peasant, caught in the
web of legal or reUgious justice, is sofragmentaryand scanty, especially on the subject of
childhood and adolescence, that any resulting psychological profiles or insights could be
only the most mdimentary.
The use of collective psychology, as practiced by Marc Bloch, and later, Michel
Vovelle, may represent one methodological possibility for microhistories which study a
collectivity, such as a village. There will inevitably be, however, difficulties in using

'^^ Hunt, 215-217 passim.
'^^ Ginzburg, Clues. Mvths. 124.
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psychology to analyze the collective consciousness of a group formed by geographical
location, rather than belief or activity. The case of Montaillou. wherein a single village
offers at least one level of collective consciousness (in this case, an adherence to the
Cathar heresy), offers greatest potential for such analysis.
As Rabb has noted, the methods of mentalite caimot "prove," they can only
"persuade," and provided that they do persuade, this must be acceptable.'^° However, the
highly specific nature of microhistory insulates itself against scholarly debate in which
more persons than just the author have an opportunity to persuade. In order to
knowledgeably challenge the conclusions of Richard Kagan, for example, one must locate
the inquisitional documents comprising the case of Lucrecia de Leon, currently in the
archives of the Spanish Inquisition in Madrid.'^' To argue against the analysis of David
Warren Sabean, one must consult his sources, beginning with a visit to the
Landeskirchliches Archiv in Stuttgart to consult church visitation records.
In some ways, microhistory yields little to the introduction of additional
documents, as it consists primarily of single events peopled by singular individuals,
irreplicable in other situations. Documentation regarding the effects of Spanish rule on
urban peasants, saintly role models for women, or culturally established precedents for
dreaming prophets can enhance or detract, support or weaken Kagan's analysis, but
cannot replace the dream register in which Lucrecia herself describes her ideas.

"^ Rabb, 324.
'^'Kagan, 1.
'^^ Sabean, be.
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One potential remedy for the inaccessibility of primary sources is their pubUcation,
a path not open to many historical genres because of the often far greater size of their
source documents. "At the very least, the reader deserves a transcription of the
Inquisition register itself to be in a better position to test the use and the interpretation
made of it," states Dominick LaCapra, an outspoken critic of microhistory. '^^ Some wellknovm documents have akeady been published, such as the inquisitional documents used
by Le Roy Ladurie, which in this case predated publication of Montaillou. Andrea Del
Col has edited an Italian text, Demenico Scandello detto Menocchio. which contains all of
Menocchio's trial records.'^"* While most historians lack the stature of Ginzburg which
persuades another scholar to publish their sources, some scholars, such as Michel
Foucault, provide their readers with their sources themselves.
The interest that microhistory has generated in the lives of individuals from the
past has paralleled the publication of several diaries and collections of letters which
themselves offer an opportunity for study, but their appearance alone does not constitute
microhistory. No matter how intimate, documents not subjected to cultural analysis are
merely sources, whether microscopic or telescopic in scope. However, because a source
of this type is of interest in itself, with entertainment value that most other historical

'^^ Dominick LaCapra, History & Criticism (Ithaca: Comell University Press,
1985), 63.
'^''Andrea Del Col, Domenico Scandella detto Menocchio: I processi
dellTnquisizione (1583-1599) TPordenone: Edizioni Biblioteca dell'Immagine, 1990).
Now being released in Enghsh as Domenico Scandella known as Menocchio: his trials
before the Inquisition (1583-1601) trans. John and Anne C. Tedeschi, Medieval and
Renaissance Texts and Studies Series, (Binghamton, N. Y., 1996).
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collections do not have, pubUcation becomes economically feasible. These texts may in
tum become fuel, or at least kindUng, for future microhistories.'^^
As their sources become more accessible to the general and scholarly public,
microhistorians may also see more intellectual interaction between authors and readers.
Debates such as that between Robert Finlay and Natalie Zemon Davis suggest a
fascinating format for the discussion of texts, methods and genres which can only enrich
history as a whole. Significantly, such interaction will likely be characteristic of the
practice of history into the twenty-first century as intellectual pursuits move from the
soliloquy of the printed page to the dialogue of interactive computer networks. Because
they focus on relatively few sources, microhistories could provide a starting point for the
inevitable pursuit of interactive history in an easily accessible format, either as traditionally
printed text or dovmloadable text from on-line libraries. In this way, microhistory would
further bring history out of the cloisters of academia and into the forum of pubhc interest
and attention.

'^^ Dario Biocca, ed., A Matter of Passion: Letter of Bernard Berenson and
Clotilde Marghieri (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1989); Gene Bmcker. ed.,
Two Memoirs of Renaissance Florence: The Diaries of Buonaccorso Pitti and Gregorio
Dati. trans. Julia Marlines (New York: Harper & Row, 1967): Steven Ozment, ed.,
Magdalena and Balthasar: An Intimate Portrait of Life in Sbcteenth-Centurv Europe
Revealed in the Letters of a Nuremberg Husband and Wife (New Haven, Conn.: Yale
University Press, 1986); Steven Ozment, ed.. Three Behaim Boys: Growing Up in Early
Modem Germany (New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 1990).
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Public Attention and Scholarly Integrity
Not all historians see these potential developments as productive or desirable.
Microhistory's success has attracted some critics. Popularity among general readership
has not been characteristic of the new history for the past few decades during the heyday
of quantitative history. While the use of complicated mathematical formulae, computer
generated data banks, and pages of charts and graphs cloaked history in the regalia of the
hard sciences, it also relegated itself to an audience of professional historians and students.
Ironically, the new methods devised to formulate a history of the masses had complicated
themselves out of reach and interest of the masses of contemporary readers. The histories
of the people were read primarily by the historians themselves, the intellectually elite.
Microhistory has been embraced by the general public to a much greater degree,
but in doing so it alarms historians who have spent their professional careers in a field
relatively insulated from public attention. The prospect of popularization, as well as
exciting interest, also creates concem. The underlying fear seems to be that in attracting
popular readership, academic standards are sacrificed. Even Febvre, who believed that
historians, rather than journalists or other writers, should bring history to the people, was
critical of historians who "simply sohcited the curiosity of a pubhc fond of'historical'
reading that costs it no effort."
The specter of weak scholarship does threaten microhistory, as it does any
academic discipline. Aletta Biersack has described Natahe Zemon Davis's Martin Guerre
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as the "novelization of the past," a phrase which implied sensationalism and the pursuit of
dramatic effect at the expense of scholarly integrity. While this particular charge is
certainly debatable, similar criticism does apply to some so-called microhistories. Michael
Kunze's Highroad to the Stake: A Tale of Witchcraft is just such a text which attempts no
social or cultural insights whatsoever. His lack of scholarly rigor is apparent in the
following quotation from the introduction to Highroad:
The lessons of this book consist of tmisms to the effect, for
example, that even the most emdite stupidity is still stupidity. We should
listen to [this story] not because we are eager to learn something but simply
out of curiosity. I propose to recount how these people fared; I am not
out to prove anything, to achieve some particular end, or to stir up
177

emotions.
Nevertheless, Kunze does stir up the emotions of his readers by describing in long
and excruciating fashion the terrible fate of a vagrant family prosecuted for witchcraft in
early seventeenth-century Germany. Following four hundred pages treating the history,
trials and confessions of the Pappenheimer faimly, Kunze devotes a chapter to their
execution process, and nine pages alone to an agonizing description of their tortures and
deaths as witnessed by the youngest child, eleven-year-old Hansel. At last Kunze
concludes melodramatically, "The knacker stood guard and raked over the site of the fires
until the ashes tumed white, and only a dark cloud, drifting eastward with the wind across
the blue sky of a summer aftemoon, told of what had happened."'^^ It is supposed that

'^^ Febvre considered his ovm book, Un destin, Martin Luther, a work of
popularization. See Throop, "Lucien Febvre, 1878-1956," Some 20^''-Century Historians.
284. Febvre, A New Kind of History. 38.
"'Ibid., xiii.
'^^ Kunze, 415.
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the description of the knacker's activity, which promoted hisfinancialgain through the
recovery of the bodies for use as animal food or fertilizer, was intended as a final
horrifying touch.
The possibility that microhistory would degenerate into the purveyance of
"tmisms" and luridly envisioned scenes of human suffering for the sake of "curiosity"
rightly alarms most historians. The book has the trappings of an academic text with its
pubUcation by the University of Chicago Press, its title in main and subtitle format
(Highroad to the Stake: A Tale of Witchcraft) and occasional endnotes, and it is accorded
the vaHdation of reviews in scholarly joumals.'^^ This superficial resemblance to
legitimate historical texts can only blur the distinction between history and other textual
forms, including novels and general non-fiction. Indeed, the body of the text more closely
resembles modem crime non-fiction than twentieth-century history. In the endnotes,
Kunze refers readers to his doctoral dissertation for further information, but this text, like
1 RO

all others, must be judged on its own merits, to be praised or criticized Ukewise.
Despite all this, even Kunze has found his supporters. "What a fascinating book!
Surely this is one of the best recently published [books] on witchcraft." gushes Robert

'^^ Bob Scribner, Review of Highroad to the Stake: A Tale of Witchcraft, by
Michael Kunze, In Enghsh Historical Review 104 (April 1989): 412-414; Robert
Muchembled, Review of Highroad to the Stake: A Tale of Witchcraft, by Michael Kunze,
In Furopean History Quarterly 20 (January 1990): 138-140.
'^^ According to a blurb in Highroad. "Although [Kunze] holds a doctorate in law
and is actively involved in legal-historical research, he makes his hving as a popular
songwriter in Germany."
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Muchembled in a congratulatory review of Highroad.'^' Febvre's criticism of a pubhc
eager for easy-to-digest history would seem aimed right at Highroad.
Kunze is an extreme example, but even among more capable historians there is a
temptation to sensationahze, or at least prominently feature the most dramatic or titillating
elements, which seems to go beyond a reasonable desire to create interest. Robert
Damton's The Great Cat Massacre and Other Episodes in French Cultural History is a
collection of chapter-length microhistories, similar to Sabean's Power in the Blood. Any
of those chapter titles might have suppUed the book's title, but not surprisingly Damton
and his pubhshers did not choose the title of Chapter Sbc, "Readers Respond to Rousseau:
The Fabrication of Romantic Sensitivity," or Chapter Three, "A Bourgeois Puts His World
in Order: The City as a Text." The only chapter title with a violent reference contributes
the book title, and on the cover is William Hogarth's 'Tirst Stage of Cmelty," showing
stupidly leering men performing various acts of meanness and bmtaUty on animals.
Historian Judith Brown indulged a similar desire for pubhc attention when writing
her 1986 microhistory. Immodest Acts: The Life of a Lesbian Nun iti Renaissance Italy.
Readers would be forgiven for imagining a study of exciting alternative sexual practices
within convent walls, given the book title and cover art of one nun grasping another while
oghng her seductively. Yet the book's content deals very Uttle with the sexual aspects of
Sister Benedetta Carhni's Hfe. Only the last twenty pages of text are devoted to her sexual
practices, leading the reader to wonder if Brovm was being deUberately misleading or was
simply misled herself

'*' Muchembled, 138.
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The influence of a pubUsher, and his marketing department, on a historian with a
potential book deal, must be weighty. However, not all genres of history studies lend
themselves to this type of sensationahsm It is difficult to imagine quantitative histories or
a work of histoire immobile being packaged in this lurid, attention-seeking manner. For
historians of mentalite, however, this may be a potential occupational hazard: a loss of
some scholarly autonomy, or at least some dignity, in exchange for larger scope of
readers.
One potential curb to the growth of microhistories which tell stories "simply out of
curiosity," or focus unproductively on lurid or sensational elements, would be a retum to
the histoire probleme, the problem-oriented history of the early Annalistes. A strictly
narrative microhistory, or rather a narrative account of historical past, poses no questions
other than the most basic, positivist inquiry, "What happened?" Conducted on the small
scale used by microhistory, such an account is difficult to defend as regards historical
relevance. Seen as single events with no attempts made to discem societal or cultural
resonance, accounts of heresy trials and imprisonment offer Httle beyond voyeurism.
The restructuring of legal and personal documents into twentieth-century
narratives, without any further study of underlying cultural contexts, is by itself a dubious
undertaking. These events from the past cannot be regarded as transparent beyond the
recording of dates of arrest, depositions, trials, and verdicts, because the meaning of these
incidents is lost. Their significance to contemporary participants is locked within the
reakn of social and cultural context, but the events are wrongly ascribed twentieth-century
impHcations when related with the exclusive goal of exciting a modem reader. If
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historians are not "eager to learn something" about the past, they do not merely titillate
themselves, they are also deluding themselves as weU as the reading pubHc.
Between the extremes of compHcated, jargon-fiUed texts which are ignored by
general readers, and Kunze-style "novehzation" designed to attract sensationaHsts, are
historians, such as Davis and Ginzburg, who claim to encourage a popular readership
while producing methodologicaUy sophisticated, carefuUy analyzed microhistories. "I
have always been deeply concemed with and wanted to reach an audience wider than the
narrow circles of scholarship," states Davis, whose marxisant ideology has focused her
studies and writings on "History for the people, not the profession."'^^ Ginzburg goes
even further by suggesting that the non-historian readers whom he wants to attract may
understand his purposes in The Cheese and the Worms better than do professional
historians.'^^

Methodological Gap
However, the issue of popularity and its effect on academic integrity may soon
become moot, as historians have begun to produce less accessible microhistorical texts.
The easy narrative style ofMontaiUou (1978), The Cheese and the Worms (1980), and
Martin Guerre (1983) have been succeeded by the more compHcated and jargon-

'^^ NataHe Zemon Davis, "Interview with Natahe Zemon Davis," interview by
Roger Adelson, The Historian. 53 (1991): 405, 421.
'^^ Carlo Ginzburg, ''Carlo Ginzburg: An Interview," interview by Keith Luria and
Romulo Gandolfo, Radical History Review. 35 (1986): 95.
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microhistories of Sabean (Power in the Rlnnd 1984) and Levi (Inheriting Power. 1988).
One possible reason is the same desire for inteUectual authority which makes historians
describe their microhistorical research as incidental to purposeful investigations along
more serious Hues.
ItaHan microhistorians have also helped to propel the movement toward more
compHcated texts and away from popular attention. Since the beginning, ItaHan
microhistorians have begun to generate a much more complex, sophisticated dialogue for
discussing microhistory; so complex, in fact, that general readers would be Httle interested
in understanding its purposes. The ItaHan debate is thick with its own jargon of clues,
abduction, the MoreUian method of the evidential paradigm, Freudian and Hohnesian
models for microhistorical analysis, "Ginzburg's razor," and the works of Michel
Foucault, Umberto Eco and Charles Peirce.'*'' The general pubHc he sought to attract to
The Cheese and the Worms would be doubtless conflised and bored by Ginzburg's The
Enigma of Piero, a highly complex and speciaHzed work of art history clearly intended for
professional historians.'*^
The increasingly compHcated dialogue surrounding Italian microhistories has also
created a methodological gap, or at least a jargon gap, between ItaHan and non-Italian
microhistories. The fervor with which ItaHan historians have seized microhistory and

'*'' Muir, Introduction to Microhistory and the Lost Peoples of Europe, vu-xxi,
passim.
'*^ Carlo Ginzburg, The Enigma of Piero: Piero Delia Francesca: The Baptism
The Arezzo Cycle, The FlageHation. trans. Martin Ryle and Kate Soper (London: Verso,
1985).
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made it their own suggests some speculations, given the historical inteUectual hegemony
of France for the past century. "There has been a definite imbalance in the historiographic
exchange between Italy and France. Italy has received much more dian it has given,"
admit Ginzburg and co-author Carlo Poni in "The Name and the Game: Unequal
Exchange and the Historiographic Marketplace."'*^ Ginzburg and Poni then appropriate
microhistory for Italy by declaring it ideaUy suited to the archival richness of Italy and "the
most appropriate way to mine this extraordinary accumulation of primary material."'*^ By
enlarging the methodological debate about microhistory and forming the dialogue for its
discussion through the introduction of jargon and methodological models, ItaHan
historians establish their pre-eminence and even possession of the genre. The national
self-esteem of ItaHan historians is appeased with the invention, production, and export of
an inteUectual product, microhistory, to a country to whom Italy has been long in debt.
"In this sense, perhaps," predict Ginzburg and Poni, "we can be aUowed to look forward
in the coming years to an exchange between ItaUan and French historiography that is less
unequal than in the past."
It seems Hkely that the gap between ItaHan and non-Italian microhistory wUl
continue to widen, at least verbaUy. As they refine their method and ground it within their
own scholarly tradition, Italian microhistorians increasingly remove themselves from the
dialogue of anthropology. Instead, the analytical processes of abduction and the

'*^ Ginzburg and Poni, "The Name and the Game," in Microhistory^ and the Lost
Peoples of Europe. 1.
'*'lbid..9.
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evidentiary paradigm are central to ItaHan microhistorical thought. MeanwhUe, by
concentrating on narrative format and its significance for history, non-ItaUan
microhistories move toward the new cultural history, with its emphasis on textuaUty, both
of the source and of the microhistory itself

DiscipUnarv Fragmentation
The dispersal of microhistorical method, in this case along geographic Hues, is
indicative of one of the loudest and most vehement criticisms of microhistory. Even
before the genre was fuUy envisioned, critics began announcing their concems that the
move toward narrative history abetted the scattering of focus aHeady underway within the
Annales school. This dispersal of inteUectual energies boded Ul for the historical
movement which spavmed histoire totale and history of the longue duree. Jacques Revel
describes the emiettement, or fragmentation, of the Annales school as not an increase in
various methods, but as the proliferation of methods which examine closely tiny pieces of
history rather than taking the classic telescopic view of Annales history.'*^ Whether or not
microhistory deserves a large degree of responsibiUty for this aUeged destmction, it is
undeniable that much of the synthesis within the field has been lost in the decades since the
1950's. As E. J. Hobsbavmi noted mefliUy,
The wider the range of human activities which is accepted as the
legitimate concem of the historian, the more clearly understood the

'** Ibid.
'*^ Revel, 18.
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necessity of estabUshing systematic coimection between them, the greater
the difficulty of achieving a synthesis.'^°
The most severe critic of microhistory is Theodore K. Rabb, who sees in
microhistory the threat of utter meaninglessness.
Each book or article, Hke the events it describes, stands on its own,
equal to any other in the sight of God. Because the meamngs are so
specific to period and location, it is exceedingly difficult to find Hnks
among them, except by analogy or inference. Yet without a larger vision,
the detaUs lose their significance.*^'
Further, the Hnks which are made between specific events do not impress Rabb:
"Can one draw generaUzations about the place of violence in Westem society from the tale
of a smaU band of robbers in seventeenth-century northwest England, even if analogies are
made to nineteenth-century Sicilians?"'^^
Rabb is obviously writing from knowledge of Macfarlane's The Justice and the
Mare's Ale. This text, the weakest of any examined here, save that of Kunze, would give
anyone a faulty idea of the genre. The endless details of robberies, discussions of petty
crimes, and reproductions of over fifty signatures from those deposed in the case, are aU
as tedious and ultimately insignificant as Rabb charges. The comparative method used by
Macfarlane is generaUy unproductive and unimpressive for microhistorical study, which
Rabb rightly states.
However, aside from this regrettable book, the significance of a single event or
individual is readUy apparent given careful and scholarly consideration. The concepts of

'^° Hobsbavmi, 6.
"'Rabb, 319.
" ' Ibid., 320.
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personhood and identity as described in Power in the Blood or Martin Guerre are
powerfiil tools for understanding the minds of the peasantry, who were the majority of the
population. Barbara Duden's gUmpses iiito the corporeaUty of women and Ginzburg's
deUcate extraction of peasant culture from the compHcated theology of a common mUler
represent important insights into the human mind assimUating the world of the past.
Multi-faceted and wide-ranging these concepts are, representing as they do many elements
of cultural perception; insignificant they are not.
Rabb's distress over the lack of coherence within the field of history is certainly
worthy of careful consideration. SpeciaUzation among historians has been growing since
history has been practiced, and the documentation for past events has been accumulating.
Given the incredibly rapid proHferation of documents for study within the past several
centuries and its even faster accumulation within the twentieth century, the prospect of
even more increased speciaHzation is inevitable. Considering these facts, the appearance
of histoire totale at aU seems amazing.
Microhistory does have the potential to bring added coherence to the study of
structures as they function in relation to the variable of human choice. Beverly Lozano
has shovm one way this might be accomplished in her article, "The Andalucia-HawauCaUfomia Migration: A Study in Macrostmcture and Microhistory."'^^ Lozano's position
is that using stmctural definitions to explain workers's migrations oversimpUfies causal
factors by ignoring the pressures of personal influences. "What we wish to discover is an
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explanation of the causes and consequences of migration that neither reifies
macrostmctural factors nor triviaUzes individual motivations," she explains. ""*
To this end, Lozano took thirteen oral histories from agricuUural workers who
migrated from Andalucia, Spain to Hawau, then on to CaUfomia during the 1910's and
1920's. Stmctural fectors such as better wages, more plentiful jobs and better working
conditions in Hawau as con^ared to Spain would seem to explain the first leg of the
migration, but are inadequate to explain the workers's dissatisfection and Mure to remain
in Hawau. Despite increased financial opportunities in Hawaii, the workers moved on to
CaUfomia where they remained because the working conditions closely repUcated those
they experienced in Spain, with the improvement of honest employers who exerted no
social controls over the workers's Uves. Lozano explains:
By identifying the group's shared understandings of the migration
as revealed in the personal accounts of the members, we can then cast these
understandings against the historical backdrop in which stmctural elements
come into play. Migration is interpreted as a complex social process
involving factors at each level of analysis, rather than as the inevitable
workings of disembodied stmctures such as 'the market' or 'the system,'
or the mere agglomeration of infinitely varied private reasons.' ^
Seen in this way, Lozano would seem to have located Rabb's lost coherence by
interweaving macro- and micro- historical elements. For historians of the modem era, for
which much personal documentary evidence is avaUable, and sometimes even the

'^^ Beverly Lozano, "The Andalucia-Hawau-CaUfomia Migration: A Study in
Macrostmcture and Microhistory," Comparative Studies in Society and History 26 (April
1984): 305-324.
'^' Ibid., 307.
''' Ibid.
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participants themselves are avaUable for interviews, as in Lozano's case, this method may
prove eminently successfiil and productive. But for the early modem historian whose
macrohistorical, stmctural evidence is much more accessible than any corresponding
microhistorical, cuUural evidence, this merging of methods promises less. Microhistorical
studies exist alongside various other historical texts, but Hnks are few between the
methods.
Rabb's lament that the fragmentation of the historical discipUne into a multitude of
methods, subjects and social science approaches has destroyed the pre-World War II
coherence of the study of history is a vaUd one. But considering the changes which
foUowed the war, fragmentation seems itself to be the result of the rapid evolution of
contemporary culture. FoUowing World War II, historians grappled with the specter of
world chaos and immense evil, which left one of the founding fathers of the Annales
school dead, himself henceforth a name in a history book. The prospect of nuclear war
and annihUation, the disiUusionment with StaUnist Communism, the anonymity of the
computer age aU play a role in the death of coherence, both within contemporary culture
and within history as written by contemporary historians. From this vantage point, the
search for coherence, for aU encompassing meaning under which aU incongruities and
contradictions can be reconcUed, appears both desirable and futUe. Rabb's nostalgia is
understandable.
In fact, however, such an approach is extremely oversimplified and even
patronizing. The twentieth century is not the first era to experience chaos and
disUlusionment. To imply that aU the social, cultural, poUtical, geographical, and
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economic elements of any society can be woven into a neat stmcture suitable for
diagramming is naive. As Hobsbawm suggests, it is the growing sophistication of
historians regarding sources and methods which renders coherence appeaUng but
increasingly impossible to obtain. Having opened new worlds for study through the
pursuit of social science-inspired history, these avenues must be much fiirther explored
before any general synthesis can be contenQ)lated.

New Methods: Textual Criticism
and Jasmin's Witch
For microhistory, specificaUy, one new avenue for exploration is the textuaUty, the
Uterary nature, of both sources and historical texts. This trend can be detected both within
the field of history and from that generous neighbor, anthropology. Not surprisingly, Le
Roy Ladurie is a beacon for non-Italian scholars. His recent work. Jasmin's Witch, begins
with a Uterary document as its primary source, and Hke Davis, Le Roy Ladurie had no
legal documentation to back up his case of a Gascon woman who triumphed over
accusations of witchcraft.'^^ However, Le Roy Ladurie's primary source pushes far into
the reaUn offictionaUzationand styUzation. His source is Fran9ouneto. a long nineteenthcentury poem by Occitan poet Jacques Boe, known as Jasmin. Jasmin claims to have
based the poem on interviews with vUlagers from Roquefort, where the story of
Fran90uneto is legend.

'^^ Emmanuel Le Roy Ladurie, Jasmin's Witch, trans. Brian Pearce (New York:
George BrazUler. 1987).
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Le Roy Ladurie considers the poem evidence of local culture as revealed through
oral testimony, as weU as recounting a tme event for which diUgent investigative work
might tum up fragments of evidence within local records. Given these premises, he
devotes himself to threefold ends: to use the poem as evidence for "the place of the
Gascon witch in traditional society;" to discover the actual case which survived in oral
testimony and was later used by Jasmin to write Franpouneto: and to translate
Franyouneto into prose format.'^^
By acknowledging the tmth, either fectual or cultural, between the Hues of even a
poem marked by "mawkishness a la Lamartine," Le Roy Ladurie subtly acknowledges the
blurring of previously in^ervious Unes between fiction and fact, between Uterature and
treatises.

This method, using a Uterary document as historical evidence, is daring and

presents some analytical problems which unfortunately Le Roy Ladurie fails to address.
He has akeady demonstrated his difficulty with textual transparency in MontaUlou. and the
same issues plague him here. He assumes that Jasmin's poem accurately describes the
practice of witchcraft in Gascony, ignoring the centuries which elapsed between the
supposed actual event of witchery and the oral interviews Jasmin conducted in the
nineteenth century, centuries during which oral tradition may have graduaUy shaped the
story to conform to changing cultural cUmates. His study of historicaUy documented cases
of witchcraft turn up very similar patterns of behavior for Gascon witches, which Le Roy
Ladurie takes as fiirther evidence that the story of Fran90uneto was based on an actual

'^^ Le Roy Ladurie, Jasmin's Witch. 2.
''' Ibid.. 20.
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situation preserved in local oral tradition. However, this raises the possibility that
Fran9ouneto's story takes its detaUs from other seventeenth-century cases of witchcraft,
just as Jasmin himself may have done.
At the same time, Le Roy Ladurie ignores the gap between pubUcation of
Fran9ouneto and the interviews he himself conducted, seeming to assume that local
tradition regarding the original events was static during this interval of over a century. In
fact, during this time Jasmin's poem could itself have superseded memory in the minds of
Roquefort viUagers. These are serious considerations which need not preclude the
appHcation of historical study, but which should caution any researcher from making ironclad assertions regarding the case.
In pursuing a historical Fran90uneto, Le Roy Ladurie engages in imldly interesting,
but ultimately pointless meandering. The actual dating of the original events provides Httle
in the way of insight and eventuaUy is contradicted in an embarrassingly defensive
postscript to the English edition. The prose version of Frangouneto is simUarly interesting
and unenUghtening from a historical standpoint. But the significance of this study Hes
much more in the facts of its creation than in the subtlety of its analysis. However one
appraises Jasmin's Witch, the impHcations from its pubUcation point to a possible future
for microhistory. By focusing his study on a Uterary form and even including his own
work (the prose translation), Le Roy Ladurie attaches significance to the historical value
of Uterature. This impUes also the reverse, the Uterary value of a historical work, namely
Le Roy Ladurie's text itself In fact, were it not for Le Roy Ladurie'sfeimUartextual
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naivete, it might be inferred that he was implying the same uncertainty of factual tmth
exists in both Uterary and historical forms.
Interestingly, the poem Fran9ouneto was written using a combination of elements
which are precursors of the formation of microhistorical texts. Jasmin created his text
from three elements, each derived through a different level of consciousness. First, and
most deUberately, Jasmin gathered evidence through interviews with local vUlagers, a
practice reminiscent of anthropological studies. Secondly, Jasmin was influenced by the
Uterary conventions of his day, including his ovm understanding of what makes a poem
exciting and dramatic. FinaUy, he was unconsciously influenced by his ovm culture to
"read" the events of Fran90uneto's Ufe in a particular way. He perceived her as a
victimized heroine, her detractors as fearful and ignorant, and he set their story within a
tropical framework designed to hermeneuticaUy convey these ideas. Jasmin's Witch is a
microhistory taken from a source which is itself a primitive microhistory—albeit one heavy
with Uterary convention but sUght analysis.
Contemporary microhistories, Hke Jasmin's Witch, rely on anthropologicaUy
inspired methods to "mterview" the participants in past events. Microhistorians are also
influenced by both the conventions of historical Uterature and the culture within which
they Hve. As microhistories, and the study of history in general, become more
sophisticated, the influences of Uterary convention and contemporary culture are being
increasingly acknowledged and even analyzed themselves. Just as the reaUties of human
discourse and culture can be better imderstood when historians look through the distorted
windows of historical documents, so contemporary' historical texts can better describe
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those reaUties from a position somewhat removed from, or at least conscious of, the
distortions of twentieth-century culture and Uterary convention. In fact, consciousness of
one's own cukural influences may itself elevate the quaUty of historical study, as in the
case of Duden's Woman Beneath the Skin. Her abUity to separate herself from her own
time whUe immersing herself totaUy in the minds of her subjects gives her study
remarkable depth and insight.

"Being There"
CUfford Geertz has begun to study these textual issues as they apply to
ethnographies with the pubUcation of Works and Lives: The Anthropologist as Author. 199
By turning his attention from the Uves of the Other to the texts of contemporary
anthropologists, Geertz tries to sort out the Uterary styles and voices used by these authors
to create a credible text. In tum, these elements shed light on the culture and personality
which influenced the creation of the text.
Clifford Geertz has described anthropologists' credibiUty as "their capacity to
convince us that what they say is a result of thek having actuaUy penetrated.. .another
form of Ufe, of having one way or another, truly 'been there'."^^^ This presence, states
Geertz, is more compelling than scientific forms or dense pages of facts and statistics,
although such is generaUy thought to carry the most inteUectual weight. Because the

'^^ CUfford Geertz, Works and Lives: The Anthropologist as Author (Stanford,
Ca.: Stanford University Press, 1988).
''' Ibid., 4-5.
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exact conditions of any event are irrepUcable—^no encounters with the Other can be
exactly repUcated—^no future revelations can entirely contradict the conclusions dravm
from a previous encounter. "The tendency, when both scholars are reputable, is to regard
the problem [of contradictory conclusions] as stemming from different sorts of minds
taking hold of different parts of the elephant."^"' Instead of persuading by presenting
irreflitable evidence, anthropologists succeed by constmcting a Uterary stmcture which
persuades through use of language.
These concepts go a long way towards explaining the impact of microhistories.
Despite, or perhaps because of their intuitive methods and narrative formats,
microhistories can persuade as fuUy as any traditional history because they can persuade
the reader that the author has "Been There." They fascinate because more than any other
histories of the twentieth century, they aUow their readers to "Be There."
Like anthropologists, historians spend their time thinking of people in a remote
land. Unlike anthropologists, they can never hope to go there. But by Ustening very
carefiiUy to one famUy, a few conversations, a tiny vUlage, historians can aUnost hear the
voices, aknost see the faces, aUnost smeU "the scent of humanflesh."^^^And a powerfiil,
ripe, earthy scent it is.

^^' Ibid., 5-6.
^^^ Marc Bloch, The Historians Craft, trans. Peter Putnam (New York: Alfred A.
Knopf, 1953), 26.
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APPENDIX
ANNOTATED BIBLIOGRAPHY
OF SOME ADDITIONAL MICROHISTORIES

Berenson, Edward. The Trial of Madame Caillaux, Berkeley: University of CaUfomia
Press, 1992.
Berenson looks at the murder trial of Henriette CaUlaux in 1914 to
examine concepts of gender and honor. According to Berenson, CaUlaux's
defense, which acknowledged her commission of the crime, tumed on the
jury's understanding of her as both femmine and "respectable" and the
murder as an act against her ovm wiU.
Brovm, Judith C. Immodest Acts: The Life of a Lesbian Nun in Renaissance Italy. Studies
in the History of SexuaUty. New York: Oxford University Press, 1986.
Brovm analyzes the case of Sister Benedetta CarUni, who claimed
to see visions and have relations with divine visitors. Benedetta's exhibition
of the stigmata and other bodUy evidences of spiritual favor are mterpreted
as psychological signals of her desire for power and acclaim in the
femmine, hence powerless, society of the convent. Brovm elevates
Benedetta's homosexual activities, performed in the guise of divine
possession, to primary significance.
Bmcker, Gene. Giovanni and Lusanna: Love and Marriage in Renaissance Florence.
Berkeley: University of California Press, 1986.
Brief microhistory based on documents from a fifteenth-century
Florentine bigamy trial. Bmcker does not delve as deeply mto cultural
matters as he might, but instead focuses on "re-imagming" the past and the
personaUties of Giovanni, Lusanna and various minor players. He devotes
some discussion to the cuUural disparities between Giovanni and Lusanna
which made them an undesirable match for Giovanni, but does not attempt
to ask many questions of greater cultural significance.
CipoUa, Carlo M. Faith. Reason and the Plague m Seventeenth-Century Tuscany.
Translated by Muriel Kittel. Ithaca, New York: ComeU University Press, 1980.
CipoUa's subject is stmggle between the spiritual and the poUtical
response, personified as the peasant and eUte response, to plague in the
Tuscan vUlage of Montelupo. This conflict was embodied in the vUlagers.
who desired to stage a reUgious procession as a means of propitiating a
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wrathful God, and the State Health magistrate and local notables who
sought to enforce quarantine regulations and thus control the spread of
infection.
Cook, Alexandra Parma, and Noble David Cook. Good Faith and Tmthfiil Ignorance: A
Case of Transatlantic Bigamy. Durham, North Carolina: Duke University Press,
1991.
A study of the legal circumstances and social relationships
surrounding the bigamy trial of Noguerol de UUoa, who married a wife
each in Spam and colonial Pern. The Cooks look at marriage as a social,
economic and legal institution, but the book concentrates more on details
of the case than on mentalite.
Corbin, Alam. The VUlage of Cannibals: Rage and Murder in France, 1870. Translated by
Arthur Goldhammer. Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1992.
Complex microhistory which questions ritualized pubUc violence as
it occurred in Hautefeye in the late nineteenth century. A nobleman was
tortured and kiUed by a crowd which mistakenly beUeved he expressed
RepubUcan sympathies. Corbm examines the poUtical and cultural context
in which such an openly bmtal murder could occur in so recent an era.
Damton, Robert. The Great Cat Massacre and Other Episodes in French Cultural History.
New York: Vintage Books, 1985.
CoUection of microhistorical articles which explore the mentalite
of French bourgeoisie. Particularly interesting is a chapter which explores
the cultural inpUcations of foUc tales, suggesting that they embodied both
warnings of the dangers of peasant Hfe and strategies for dealing with those
threats. Also, Damton, a scholar of texts and reading habits, devotes one
fascinating chapter to a consideration of Rousseau's La NouveUe Heloise as
experienced by merchant Jean Ranson.
Guamieri, Patrizia. A Case of ChUd Murder: Law and Science in Nineteenth-Century
Tuscany. Cambridge, Mass.: PoUty Press, 1993.
The trial of CaUisto (jrande, accused in 1875 of murdering several
vUlage chUdren, is the subject of Guamieri's study. Her exammation of the
courtroom dialogue, as exempUfied by the lawyers's arguments, is
interesting, but because of its emphasis on eUte thought, does Uttle to
reconstmct common culture.
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Hsia, R. Po-Chia. Trent 1475: Stories of a Ritual Murder Trial. New Haven, Conn.: Yale
University Press, published in cooperation with Yeshiva University Library, 1992.
The famous trial of Jewj> in Trent in 1475 is the subject of this
microhistory based on aUnost a dozen different accounts of the case. The
Jewish defendants were accused of rituaUy drovming a Christian chUd, and
Hsia examines the documents to bring to Ught the myth of Jewish ritual
violence and its origms within Christian beUef
Muir, Edward. Mad Blood StUring: Vendetta and Factions m FriuU during the
Renaissance. Baltunore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1993.
Muir mvestigates the "Cmel Carnival" of 1511 which began in the
tovm of Udine and spread through the FriuU and farther. The riotmg
reflected generaUzed anger at the Venetian govemors who mled the FriuU.
Miur theorizes the convergence of many cultural elements during this
violent period.
Ruggiero, Guido. Bmdmg Passions: Tales of Magic, Marriage, and Power at the End of
the Renaissance. New York: Oxford University Press, 1993.
Ruggiero examines five case histories from the Venetian Inquisition
which help form his theory of a multi-layered culture of magic and the
occult which existed beside, rather than in opposition to. Christian beUef
Prostitutes, faith-healers, women priests and even a cleric who dabbled in
the occult were the subjects of these depositions, many of which concemed
the use of charms to secure lovers or marriage partners. Ruggiero himself
occasionaUy dabbles outside the reahn of reaUty dictated by his source.
Tomizza, Fulvio. Heavenly Supper: The Story of Maria Janis. Translated by Anne
Jacobson Schutte. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1991.
An early (1981), unsophisticated microhistory written by a nonprofessional historian. The narrative describes the unprisonment and trial
of Maria Janis and her priest, both of whom clakned that Janis fested for
years except for taking communion daUy. Unfortunately, this book rarely
attempts to explore the mentalite of its subjects, but it is written ui a
pleasing, relatively unadomed manner.
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